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“Celebrating Grace”
1 Cor 12:26 … Mat 20:8-16 … Luke 15:20-32
INT:  Today marks the final message in our Gracism series.  My hope is that as a church, it has challenged us in four ways.  First, that GRACE is one of the chief characteristics of the Kingdom of Heaven.  Second, that GRACE is to define how we relate to all people, especially the vulnerable, the under-resourced, and the overlooked.  Third, that we have learned a little more about ourselves, hidden attitudes and prejudices, that might interfere with extending grace to others .. particularly to those of a certain class or group.  And fourth, that we must expand our awareness of others and the need to be intentional about reaching out with greater GRACE and love!  
TS: The last two chapters from the book of Gracism, continue to challenge us to be aware and intentional about extending God’s grace to the vulnerable, under-resourced, and overlooked .. to those who are different from us because of their nationality .. skin color, gender, or socio-economic class. This week we are particularly challenged to identify with them in a very different way -- REJOICING. This comes from an in depth look of verse 26 from the passage 1 Cor 12:14-27.  If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part REJOICES WITH it.   In practicing the previous actions of grace from 1 Cor 12, we have already joined them in their suffering.  Now, IN GRACE, God’s Word encourages us to REJOICE WITH them.  The Greek word for REJOICE is SYNCHAIRŌ.  It is a compound of two words. The first word means TOGETHER WITH or in UNION.  The second word means TO REJOICE. We are to extend grace BY REJOICING with others and NOT BEGRUDGE their happiness or good fortune. Most of us would never think of begrudging anyone’s happiness or good fortune, but we do subtly anyway. When Vladimir Pulaski Day was first established I remember thinking, “What about the Italians?  Why don’t we get a day off for one of our heroes?”  How about Americo Vespucci Day? Or, how about Raymundo Vitorio Baldacci day?”   I’ve heard people say, “Why is Martin Luther King Jr.’s birthday a national holiday?,” or “Why do we need the entire month of February dedicated to the black experience in America?”  Aren’t these begrudging ideas?  Some people think Obama will win the election because he is going to carry 90% or more of the black vote.  They suggest this is racial bias.   Is it really?  Could our African American brothers and sisters be voting for a black candidate because they think he will do a better job of furthering the cause of the African-American community?  Should he win, will we be able to rejoice with our African-American brothers and sisters?  What does it mean for us to REJOICE WITH others who are different from us?    We will never rejoice with others, if we are RESENTFUL of the grace, newly found status, or priority given to them for whatever reason.  Jesus makes this abundantly clear in two parables.  The first is the parable of the laborers from Mat 20. The second is the older brother segment of the parable of the prodigal son in Luke 15.  We’ll start with the first text. Please open to Mat 20:8-16.

Mat 20:8-16:  Jesus described GRACE as abounding in God’s kingdom when he told his disciples the parable of a landowner who goes to the local, labor market at sunrise, selects the best workers to come and harvest the grapes from his vineyard.  He agrees to pay them a denarius, which was more than minimum wage but only a typical day’s wage.  In other words, the landowner is not a skinflint.  Realizing the work was taking longer than he originally thought, the landowner went back to hire more men.  He didn’t tell these workers what he would pay them, only that it would be fair.  They agreed. They needed the work.  Getting paid something was better than nothing. The landowner did this 2 more times. Let’s read what Jesus says about what happened when the paychecks were distributed. 8 "When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, 'Call the workers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last ones hired and going on to the first.' 9 "The workers who were hired about the eleventh hour came and each received a denarius. 10 So when those came who were hired first, they expected to receive more. But each one of them also received a denarius. 11 When they received it, they began to grumble against the landowner. 12 'These men who were hired last worked only one hour,' they said, 'and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and the heat of the day.' 13 "But he answered one of them, 'Friend, I am not being unfair to you. Didn't you agree to work for a denarius? 14 Take your pay and go. I want to give the man who was hired last the same as I gave you. 15 Don't I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous?' 16 "So the last will be first, and the first will be last." Mat 20:8-16 
Do you think the owner of the vineyard was unfair to the first laborers hired? EX: Who here has not been jealous of a colleague when you found out he or she was making more money at a similar job?  EX: Maybe you’re a woman making less than your male counterpart? EX: Maybe you’ve been doing the job longer for your company and been a loyal employee?  EX: Maybe you get in earlier and stay longer? EX: Have you ever felt like a promotion was given to someone else because of his or her minority status?  In a world in which we attempt to earn our keep, advance upon our merits, and be treated fairly …. Some of these things don’t sit well with us. Them seem unfair.  So why does Jesus teach this parable about UNFAIRNESS.  Is it to tell us, like my dad used to say, “Life’s unfair. Get over it.”?  No, Jesus tells this parable because he wants to explain that the Kingdom of heaven is UNFAIR!   
None of us mind much when unfair benefits us.  EX: We don’t mind unfair when the boss shows an interest in us over others … and takes us up the ladder with him.  EX: We don’t mind unfair when we are chosen for the promotion over someone else who might think they deserve it more.  EX: We don’t mind unfair when it comes to standing before a HOLY GOD who has every right to condemn us for our sins but chooses to extend grace and forgiveness instead.  EX: We don’t mind unfair when it caused God to give up His place in heaven to become like us so that he could be judged unfairly, beaten, condemned to death … even though he did nothing wrong … and then die upon the cross to purchase our forgiveness. We don’t mind the grace and unfairness of God that benefits us.  We don’t even mind when the grace and unfairness of God benefits others …. as long as it benefits us.  We seem to only mind it when it benefits others above us.  EX: We mind when they get cuts in the front of the line.  EX: We mind when they get treated special, given status above us when we think we deserve as much.  EX: We mind when they get the promotion or a bigger pay raise.  In the parable Jesus addresses this business in us.  He said,  'Friend, I am being unfair to you. Didn't you agree to work for a denarius?  …. IF I want to give the man who was hired last the same as I gave you. WHAT’S THAT TO YOU? 15 Don't I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you ENVIOUS because I am generous?' Ahhhh … Jesus tells the problem we have when grace extended to others and it feels unfair to us is that WE ARE ENVIOUS.  Webster defines ENVY as “discontent and ill will over another’s advantages or possessions.  A desire for something another has.” In the New Testament language it literally means to look with a wicked or evil eye upon this situation. In other words we are looking at the unfairness of grace from a point of view that is evil or juxtaposed to God’s perspective. 

Luke 15:11-32: Jesus tells us even more about this in another parable known as the parable of the Prodigal Son. In it, Jesus tells us about an older brother who refuses to celebrate the return of his younger brother. The older brother’s story is overlooked and under taught.  When Jesus heard the gossip and murmuring of the good religious people who are criticizing him for hanging out with sinners, tax collectors, drunks and other unreligious people, he defended himself by telling 3 parables – the parable of the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost son.  In this final parable, known as the parable of the Prodigal Son, Jesus tells of a father who is heartbroken when his youngest son asks for his share of the inheritance and leaves home.  Clearly this young man is spoiled and must feel totally entitled.  He doesn’t love his father. But the father gave this son his inheritance and let the boy go.  This younger son squandered his money on fast cars, fast women, and fast living.  Pretty soon, he found himself far away from home, penniless, alone, and hungry.  He took the only job he could get. Even illegal immigrants wouldn’t do this work.  And the pay?  Well a day’s pay didn’t add up to enough money to buy  a decent meal. Finally, when the young man realized how bad it was .. how he had done this to himself … and how he had dishonored his father .. he decided to return home and admit his wrongdoing. Then, he would ask his father for a job as a hired servant. Let’s read what happened next.  20 ….. "But while he (the son) was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him. 21 "The son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.' 22 "But the father said to his servants, 'Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet.  This son, who had taken his father and family for granted ---- returned home with nothing to offer except an apology.   What do you think the young man deserves?  He certainly doesn’t deserve to have his father throw his arms around him and welcome back home.  And he certainly doesn’t deserve to have his status restored as the son of this wealthy, important man .. YET, this is precisely what happens. The father loves his son. The father is so happy to have him home that he commands a servant to get one of his best suits and put it on the boy.  The father takes off his ring with the family crest on it and places it on his son’s finger.  The father’s ACTIONS lets everybody know this is his son. He is still part of the family.  In fact, the father tells the servants, 23 Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let's have a feast and celebrate. 24 For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.' So they began to celebrate.  For a normal family celebration a sheep or goat was enough.  It would feed 30 or so people.  But the father orders the servant to kill and prepare a fattened calf.  We’re talking about feeding a 100 or so people.  This would have meant the people from the local village were going to be invited to join this celebration. The father wants everyone to join in his happiness. Jesus then tells the disciples how the older brother receives the news. 25 "Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he came near the house, he heard music and dancing. 26 So he called one of the servants and asked him what was going on. 27 'Your brother has come,' he replied, 'and your father has killed the fattened calf because he has him back safe and sound.' 28 "The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded with him. 29 But he answered his father, 'Look! All these years I've been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. 30 But when this son of yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!' 31 "'My son,' the father said, 'you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. 32 But  we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.'" Luke 15:20-32  The older brother refused to go to the party … he refused to rejoice with his father over the younger brother’s return.  From the older brother’s point of view, this celebration for his brother is an UNFAIR and UNDESERVED.  After all, he’s the oldest .. he’s done everything right .. he’s been good. If anyone deserves a party, it’s him, not his younger brother. But has the father really been unfair to his oldest son?  The words of Jesus from today’s first parable ring out loud and clear.  15 Don't I have the right to do what I want ….? Or are you ENVIOUS because I am generous?'   The older brother’s problem is envy. Although, his father points out that he still enjoys the blessings of his family heritage and the father still loves him just as dearly … the older son cannot understand why he should rejoice with his father and younger brother at the younger brother’s return.  It’s true, the younger brother doesn’t deserve a party … but that’s why we call it grace .. it’s an undeserved gift.  AP:  Do you have a little older brother in you?  Does it keep you from rejoicing with those who have undeservedly received grace in a way you have not?  Author and Pastor Rob Bell says that because of the older brother’s insistence at not joining in this celebration, he was experiencing hell in the midst of a heavenly party.  We do the same when we refuse to rejoice with others at the grace they experience.  Jesus wants us to understand: The Kingdom of God is UNFAIR. This is because GRACE uniquely characterizes the Kingdom of God.
SO WHY IS EXTENDING GRACE TO OTHERS SO IMPORTANT? WHY should you and I ACCEPT and even CELEBRATE this kind of UNFAIRNESS to others?  One answer is because Jesus commands us. Jesus said to the disciples "If you love me, you will obey what I command.”   John 14:15  Matthew records that when Jesus gave the Great Commission commanding the disciples to go and make disciples of all people, Jesus also said ---  teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. … Mat 28:20   To be a disciple of Jesus is to obey Jesus.  Are you one of his disciples?  While obedience to the Lord should be enough let me give you one more reason.  It is found in Dt 24.  17 Do not deprive the alien or the fatherless of justice, or take the cloak of the widow as a pledge. 18 Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and the Lord your God redeemed you from there. That is why I command you to do this. 19 When you are harvesting in your field and you overlook a sheaf, do not go back to get it. Leave it for the alien, the fatherless and the widow, so that the Lord your God may bless you in all the work of your hands. 20 When you beat the olives from your trees, do not go over the branches a second time. Leave what remains for the alien, the fatherless and the widow. 21 When you harvest the grapes in your vineyard, do not go over the vines again. Leave what remains for the alien, the fatherless and the widow. 22 Remember that you were slaves in Egypt. That is why I command you to do this.  Dt 24:17-22  God was saying …. “Hey, when you were slaves, you didn’t deserve my intervention and my grace that took you out of slavery to become my people.  You were just like the alien, the fatherless, and the widow.  So, I want you to show GRACE, KINDNESS and FAVOR to them as a way of acknowledging our relationship with Me is based upon my GRACE, KINDNESS and FAVOR for you.”  Your Heavenly Father wants to you to JOIN THE PARTY for your younger brothers by extending UNFAIRNESS, GRACE to others!
AP: We EXTEND GRACE so that we STOP worshipping at the scoreboard of this world and worship at the THRONE of God. 
ACTION ITEMS:  This week, who can you join with in rejoicing over the unfairness of God that has blessed him or her? And who do you need to show unfairness to and bless this week? 
CCL:  In the final chapter of Gracism, David Anderson suggests several ways for us to continue growing as GRACISTS. First, make sure that you receive the grace of God in your life.  God’s grace is poured out to you and me and the entire world through Jesus Christ, who became the sin offering that purchased our forgiveness from God. The Bible says,  “For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” ...... “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life.”   If you have never made that choice, I invite you to do so today.  If you’ve made that decision but discovered that you have strayed from your relationship with God, then come back through the forgiveness he so freely offers.  Let His grace continue to bless you! Second, reach over the dividing line, whatever that may be --- color, race, gender, socio-economic class by inviting them to your church or home.  Third, read more on the subject of RECONCILIATION so that you can understand what is involved in connecting with people who are different from you.  Fourth, get involved in our church’s outreach efforts that promote CARE FOR THE POOR. 

CCL:  Let us be people of GRACE, eager to be compassionate and loving to others because in our love for Jesus we are eager to do what he commands … 
And so that we learn to celebrate the UNFAIRNESS of GOD that blesses others and by doing so STOP worshipping at the scoreboard of this world and worship at the THRONE of God in the KINGDOM of HEAVEN.  AMEN 
PRAYER
