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Two stories. 
Two stories of grumbling… discontent… anger… demands for justice. 
Two stories of human responses to hunger and need.  
Two stories that challenge our understanding of fairness and what’s right. 
Two stories about trust, expectations and privilege. 
Two stories of God’s people that continue to be lived out in our world; in our time. 
Two stories to inform and reform us … two stories of grumblings and grace. 
 
Our Hebrew story begins with a complaint, a death-wish, and a stark assertion of lack.  God’s people have left 
the land of Egypt only to find themselves in a dry and barren wilderness. They are united by insecurity, anxiety, 
and hunger. Grumblings become complaints, become anger… Long journeys in adverse conditions often bring 
out the worst in people. This is certainly the case for the newly liberated Israelites. ‘If only we had died by the 
LORD’s hand in Egypt! There we sat around pots of meat and ate all the food we wanted, but you have brought 
us out into this desert to starve.”.   
 
The immediate need is food.  While the harsh environment of the desert, the uncertainty they feel, the inability 
to control their fate has most certainly snuffed out the afterglow of the Red Sea victory.  Soon forgotten are all 
the years of domination, terror, and enslavement under Pharaoh. All the Israelite community can remember 
about those days is their full bellies at the end of the day. It’s amazing how nostalgic longing for a 
misremembered history is a powerful and dangerous force, especially when there’s scarcity and adversity. 

Yet God is patient… and generous… and commits to offering the Israelites scheduled, regular rations for their 
journey; “daily bread” will be provided to sustain them until they reach Canaan.  But God’s instructions are not 
followed by all.  Some hoard… perhaps believing they deserve more… have earned more… need more… and 
we are told those who took extra soon found their manna full of maggots.  Ewwww!       
 
And God is not deterred by their distrust.  God is not deaf to their grumblings. The same God who heard their 
cries in Egypt (unlike the Pharoah who refused or was unable to hear)… the same God who liberated them from 
their captivity, their oppressors, responds; because hearing demands a response.   “I have heard your 
grumbling…” God says, and responds each time with an offering of provisions… abundance… quail in the 
evening, manna in the morning… all they need.   
 
God hears and acts. God acknowledges the insecurity and anxiety of the people and perceives its connection to 
their material, embodied needs. God’s response is concrete and “down to earth”; abundance and grace… 
insuring there is enough for all, when provisions are shared, the needs of the other are heard, the well-being of 
the other is as important as one’s own.  And more than this, God reminds the Israelites they are not in the desert 
alone.  The God of the desert… of the wilderness… of the wanting is a gift-giving, life-sustaining and prayer-
hearing God.  Sadly, in the wilderness, the most difficult test is often to believe these claims are true. 
 
Which brings us to our gospel offering… the parable of the labourers in the vineyard… a teaching which is 
unique to Matthew gospel alone.  As Jesus’ ministry draws closer to its final chapter, it is interesting to locate 
this parable mere chapters before the triumphal entry into Jerusalem, and at the same time it calls us to reflect 
back to the beginning of his ministry, the Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus teaches what is good… what is 
just… what is righteous… what is fair.   From our contemporary context, this teaching brings to mind issues of 
workplace practices and labour law.  It challenges our belief that hard work is rewarded, and we are entitled to 
just and reasonable remuneration for our work.  This parable moves along nicely, and we are all comfortable … 
until the punchline is delivered and then we start grumbling like the Israelites!   
 
The workers are promised a wage.  They agree to the terms.  All is well… until the end of the story when all is 
upended!   And the response of those who toiled all day is telling.  I don’t hear the cry of “unjust, unfair” as 



much as I hear the anger that is expressed “because you have made the others equal to us”!  There is rage, 
because the owner gives the other dignity that is perceived as being unearned… grants the other full privileges, 
full wages which is an affront to the workers who toiled all day.  “How dare “those people” receive what I 
received… when they did not work as hard, contribute as much, toil as long… “ 
 
And once again, like so many other places in Matthew’s gospel, we find ourselves offended.  But why?  Are we 
unsettled because our sense of fairness has been tampered with?  Why do we feel the people who worked all 
day deserve more?  Why are we not more empathetic to… or angry for the people who cannot find work… and 
spend the day in the market waiting for someone to offer them employment?   
 
Perhaps they were weak, elderly, uneducated, illiterate?  Maybe they were differently-abled, just released from 
prison, Aboriginal, people of colour…?  Perhaps they are deemed unworthy for all the reasons… the silent 
reasons folks continue to look past… devalue… decide who is worthy or not?  They were not lazy.  They 
wanted to work.  They showed up.  Yet they were dehumanized… passed over again and again… and deemed 
lesser than. Defeated, dismissed and diminished… imagine how good it must have felt to be offered work, and 
more than this, to be valued, and paid a fair wage!  Yet we are still offended! 
 
Perhaps we are being called to ask ourselves do we truly hunger and thirst for justice?  Do we employ the 
unwritten rules… adhere to the expectations that often value work over people… corporate profit over the well-
being of employees… keeping the status quo rather than dismantling systems that continue to elevate some on 
the backs of many?  Do we align ourselves to the privilege and power of our hierarchical systems or do we seek 
to embody God’s kindom values, and understandings in our lives… and also seek these for all creation?   
 
Yes, the scandalous nature of divine grace turns everything we’ve been taught upside down.  So freely and 
abundantly given… without favour and merit… it stands opposed to our sense of fairness… the “just” laws 
many have fought for.  God’s grace points us to reconsider what justice looks like through God’s eyes, where 
ALL are deemed equally beloved and worthy, rather than through the world’s eyes, where the notion of 
privilege claims status at the expense of others.   
 
And when we understand how much we, as flawed humans, do not deserve grace… when we think of all the 
times we did not help the other… squandered our resources… hoarded or were hesitant to share, or refused to 
serve… all the times we deferred to our long list of reasons and excuses not to hear God’s call, or respond to 
God’s invitation… it is truly scandalous indeed, that God lavishly offers grace, provides a promise, offers 
eternity to all God’s beloved equally, without favour, without merit, without conditions… simply because God 
loves us!   
 
Overwhelmed by the enormity of this gift… the sheer generosity of God, that another is given this gift… is 
deemed worthy of this gift… this cannot be offensive!  THIS is the very nature of divine grace!   

And as you and I continue to be shaped by the day-to-day challenges we face, the compounding pressures of 
this pandemic, our vulnerability, the fragility of our economy and the workplace for many, our concerns for the 
environment… folks being displaced and their health further compromised by the fire… the smoke… the fear… 
the nature of God’s grace calls us to cease imitating Pharoah, who refused to hear the cries of the oppressed, and 
to truly listen… hear the stories and experiences, and then respond.     
 
May we live with humility and gratitude… thankful for the generosity of our God.  May our grumblings be 
transformed by the Spirit into a deeper trust in the One who will provide the manna we need.  May our 
understanding of divine grace, and God’s understanding of justice reshape our expectations and call us to stand 
with and for many who continue to be oppressed.  And in all things, may we remember, we are also on a life-
long journey to unlearn habits cultivated by the Pharaohs’s whip and learn anew what it means to wander this 
world under the care of a loving, gracious and giving God!      Hallelujah!  AMEN and AMEN!     


