Text: Matthew 20:1-16
Introduction
Slogans can be powerful things.  They stick in your mind.  The best part of waking up…I bet you filled in is Folger’s in your cup.
They can stir up potent emotions.  Remember the Alamo.  Yes We Can.
They can define eras. Better Dead than Red.  It’s Morning in America.  Don’t Stop Thinking About Tomorrow.
They are often so strong that people long after the original use and definition try and tap into them.  Stay the Course. Originally a Revolutionary War slogan, attempted to be tapped into by George W Bush.
Slogans have this power because they can capture extremely complex things: in simple memorable chantable phrases. Like Role Tide or Forks Up or Bear Down or Win One for the Gipper. Or even better Play Like a Champion Today.  Sports come up with slogans all the time.  It is where we stored most of our tribalism and emotion for a while.
Religion, or more specifically Theology, is also known for its slogans. You probably could start with two biblical ones.  Jesus Lives. And Christ is LORD.  They defined the deep hope – the resurrection and the triumph over death. And they defined a way of being in regard to the Kingdoms of this world.
But the one I want to think about today comes from the Reformation.  The Solas.  Grace Alone, Faith Alone, Word Alone.  And I specifically want to focus on that first one – grace alone.  But historically they came together.  People have tried to add on them with like adding Christ Alone.  But those are later additions.  And the ordering - grace, faith, word – is important.  Because nobody within the Christian faith really disagreed with Grace Alone.  We’ll come back to that. But it was the next two that defined the conflict.
Grace Alone is the proclamation. Salvation is by the Grace of God in Christ alone.  Faith alone is the assertion of how that grace comes to us. And there are a variety of ways people have asserted how grace might come to us.  The Gnostics of all ages would say grace comes to us by knowledge.  If you know the secret.  If you find the inner ring.  Then you receive grace. The medieval Roman church was fancy word – Semi-Pelagian – we will talk a bit more about Pelagius in a little bit.  But the summary is that you received grace by a mixture of faith and good works. Your initial grace might come by the response of faith.  But then God would infuse more grace – like an IV hooked up to you – commensurate with your good works. The Reformation’s stance was no – the grace of God is received by faith alone.
The last bit of this great Reformation Slogan – Word Alone – was the assertion of how to you know this.  It was a statement of epistemology. And it often gets truncated to something like Scripture Alone.  And I don’t want anyone to leave here saying Pastor Brown is denying the Scripture. Because the Scripture is the Word of God for all times and places. In Lutheran theology the norming norm – the sole basis of faith and practice. But you can’t limit the Word to the Scriptures.  The Word is everything that comes from the mouth of God.  The Word is what Ezekiel preached to a valley of dry bones that made them stand and live – a mighty army. The Word is Luther standing before Emperor and Cardinal saying “Here I stand.”  Faith comes by hearing.  And not hearing just anything, but hearing the Word of God preached. You know it when you’ve heard the Word. You must check it that is conforms to scripture, but the Word is a living and active two edged sword – “piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart. (Heb 4:12).” 
Text
But today I want to focus on Grace Alone.  And I want to focus on that because that is our text.
Jesus tells this story about what the Kingdom of Heaven is like.  And he describes an absolutely insane vineyard owner.  He’s out at the crack of dawn looking for workers.  And he tells the ones he finds “go to my vineyard.  Do the Work.  And I will pay you a fair days wage.”  And those early bird workers.  The bright and shiny folks full of vigor believe his Word.  They believe the proclamation.  And they go and work.
But this master is not content.  He goes out about 9 am and finds some more.  You go, I’ll pay you what is right.  And they also go.  And maybe you can imagine this if you’ve got a large vineyard.  Maybe some of these guys just had things they had to take care of.  Or maybe didn’t sleep well the previous night.  They aren’t the A-team, but the B-squad is still worth hiring.
But this guy comes back at noon, and again at 3 PM, and again at 5 PM.  The sun is going to setting in an hour. It might take these people who have been overlook all day an hour just to get to the vineyard. This master tells all of them to go.  Go work. And they believe him.  Whether that is because whatever pittance he throws them is better than nothing, or what exactly the think is not sure.  They just trust his word that they will get something.
And when the hour to stop comes.  This master has his foreman line everyone up last to first and pays everyone a full day’s wage.
Why?
Because the Kingdom a heaven is by grace alone.  It doesn’t matter the amount of work one has done or will do. The faith that believed the Word of the master receives what was promised.  No more, no less.
Christology
Now there are two things that entailed in Grace Alone.  And both of them cause all kinds of trouble to our human pride and understanding.
The first thing is simply that God is Sovereign. God gets to do what God wants to do. If that is Jacob I have loved and Esau I have hated, God gets to do that.  If that is hardening Pharoah’s heart.  God gets to do that. If that is letting the prostitutes and tax collectors into heaven why turning away the good and great, God gets to do that.
“Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you not agree to work for a denarius?...Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity?”
As the Apostle Paul would ask, “does the pot have any right to talk back to the potter?” And the answer in Grace Alone is absolutely not.
But the other answer in Grace alone as told by Jesus is that the God has chosen to offer salvation to everyone.  Eternal life is not by anything you do.  We are not Pelagians – Pelagius being a monk that said you absolutely could earn it by keeping the law.  We are not Semi-Pelagians saying you get a bump of grace, but then earn most of it by work.  We confess Grace Alone.  God alone is Sovereign.  And he offers life through faith.  Everyone who hears the Word – you will get life in Christ – and believes – heads to the vineyard, gets what is promised. And they don’t get it because they did anything.  They get it because that is what God wants to do.  It is His Grace Alone.
Moral
And that leads to the second problem.
“These last worked only one hour, and you’ve made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.”
Grace Alone means we have to put down our pride.  Grace Alone means that the greatest saint might find themselves next to the worst scoundrel in eternity. This is of course why Milton’s Satan fell.  He could not stand that God had given this to creatures as low as humans.  While he himself – the firstborn of creation – the light bearer – would bow down and serve these apes. 
And this is not something that is unknown.  I’ll just bring up one.  Jeffrey Dahmer – the cannibal serial killer – supposedly converted and was baptized shortly before he himself was killed in prison. In fact some of the stories include that the reason he was killed by a fellow prisoner was that the prisoner couldn’t get over Dahmer baptism. That he could stomach that guy getting the promise.
If you want a little used argument for the death penalty, here is one.  There is nothing like impending death to focus the mind on things eternal.
Eschatological
And that is part of the deep resonance of Grace Alone. It doesn’t matter if we bore the burden of the day or the worst heat.  The gulf between a Holy and Sovereign God and us humans is infinitely larger than the gulf between me and Jeffrey Dahmer.  That does not excuse or make light of what Dahmer did.  He deserved death.  He himself admitted as much. And he deserved it merely before a civil magistrate. 
Standing before an eternal magistrate, we all deserve it.  Even if we showed up at first light we owe 10,000 talents. 
But God – by Grace Alone – offers salvation to sinners. And it is only to Sinners. Grace Alone excludes anyone who wants to make arguments they deserve it.  If we want to make those arguments we very likely will hear – “take what belongs to you and go.” And we find ourselves with Milton’s Lucifer trying to make a heaven out of hell.
God in his sovereignty has chosen Grace Alone.  By Faith Alone. Through the Word Alone. 
Go work in the vineyard.  Christ shall give you want is right. More than that. He will give you heaven.  By Grace Alone. 
