
Sunday, September 20, 2020 
Lectionary 25, Year A 

First Reading: Jonah 3:10--4:11 

After Jonah’s short sermon in 3:4, the Ninevites all repented and God decided to spare the city. 
Jonah objected to this and became even more angry when God ordered a worm to destroy a 
plant that was providing shade. The book ends with a question that challenges any who are not 
ready to forgive: You, Jonah, are all worked up about a bush, but shouldn’t I be concerned about 
a hundred and twenty thousand Ninevites? 
10When God saw what [the people of Ninevah] did, how they turned from their evil ways, God 
changed his mind about the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and he did not 
do it. 
 4:1But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry. 2He prayed to the LORD and 
said, “O LORD! Is not this what I said while I was still in my own country? That is why I fled to 
Tarshish at the beginning; for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, 
and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing. 3And now, O LORD, please 
take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live.” 4And the LORD said, “Is it right 
for you to be angry?” 5Then Jonah went out of the city and sat down east of the city, and made a 
booth for himself there. He sat under it in the shade, waiting to see what would become of the 
city. 
  6The LORD God appointed a bush, and made it come up over Jonah, to give shade over his 
head, to save him from his discomfort; so Jonah was very happy about the bush. 7But when dawn 
came up the next day, God appointed a worm that attacked the bush, so that it withered. 8When 
the sun rose, God prepared a sultry east wind, and the sun beat down on the head of Jonah so that 
he was faint and asked that he might die. He said, “It is better for me to die than to live.” 
  9But God said to Jonah, “Is it right for you to be angry about the bush?” And he said, “Yes, 
angry enough to die.” 10Then the LORD said, “You are concerned about the bush, for which you 
did not labor and which you did not grow; it came into being in a night and perished in a night. 
11And should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than a 
hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also 
many animals?” 

Psalm: Psalm 145:1-8 

The LORD is slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. (Ps. 145:8) 
 1I will exalt you, my | God and king, 
  and bless your name forev- | er and ever. 
 2Every day | will I bless you 
  and praise your name forev- | er and ever. 
 3Great is the LORD and greatly | to be praised! 
  There is no end | to your greatness. 
 4One generation shall praise your works | to another 
  and shall de- | clare your power. R 
 5I will speak of the glorious splendor | of your majesty 
  and all your | marvelous works. 



 6They shall tell of the might of your | wondrous acts, 
  and I will re- | count your greatness. 
 7They shall publish the remembrance of | your great goodness; 
  they shall sing joyfully | of your righteousness. 
 8The LORD is gracious and full | of compassion, 
  slow to anger and abounding in | steadfast love. R 

Second Reading: Philippians 1:21-30 

Paul writes to the Philippians from prison. Though he is uncertain about the outcome of his 
imprisonment, he is committed to the ministry of the gospel and calls on the Philippians to live 
lives that reflect and enhance the gospel mission. 
21For to me, living is Christ and dying is gain. 22If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful 
labor for me; and I do not know which I prefer. 23I am hard pressed between the two: my desire 
is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better; 24but to remain in the flesh is more necessary 
for you. 25Since I am convinced of this, I know that I will remain and continue with all of you for 
your progress and joy in faith, 26so that I may share abundantly in your boasting in Christ Jesus 
when I come to you again. 
  27Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that, whether I come and 
see you or am absent and hear about you, I will know that you are standing firm in one spirit, 
striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the gospel, 28and are in no way intimidated by 
your opponents. For them this is evidence of their destruction, but of your salvation. And this is 
God’s doing. 29For he has graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ, 
but of suffering for him as well—30since you are having the same struggle that you saw I had and 
now hear that I still have. 

Gospel: Matthew 20:1-16 

Jesus tells a parable about God’s generosity, challenging the common assumption that God 
rewards people according to what they have earned or deserve. 
[Jesus said to the disciples:] 1“The kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in 
the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. 2After agreeing with the laborers for the usual daily 
wage, he sent them into his vineyard. 3When he went out about nine o’clock, he saw others 
standing idle in the marketplace; 4and he said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and I will 
pay you whatever is right.’ So they went. 5When he went out again about noon and about three 
o’clock, he did the same. 6And about five o’clock he went out and found others standing around; 
and he said to them, ‘Why are you standing here idle all day?’ 7They said to him, ‘Because no 
one has hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard.’ 8When evening came, the 
owner of the vineyard said to his manager, ‘Call the laborers and give them their pay, beginning 
with the last and then going to the first.’ 9When those hired about five o’clock came, each of 
them received the usual daily wage. 10Now when the first came, they thought they would receive 
more; but each of them also received the usual daily wage. 11And when they received it, they 
grumbled against the landowner, 12saying, ‘These last worked only one hour, and you have made 
them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.’ 13But he replied 
to one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily 
wage? 14Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you. 



15Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I 
am generous?’ 16So the last will be first, and the first will be last.” 
 
Sermon 
 
Grace and Peace be to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Amen 
Nearly week after week I marvel at how much our texts seem to be handpicked for us as we 
travel through this time of COVID 19. We know that we worship with a three year lectionary, so 
our texts come around every three years. However, our recent texts seem to be chosen for us at 
this time in history. 
Our first text is from Jonah and we find that Jonah has prophesied the message he was given 
when he set out to sea and we find that the Ninevites have indeed repented and God spared the 
city. God is faithful. But we also find that Jonah becomes angry with God. And in the end we are 
challenged with this question by God to Jonah – “You, Jonah, are all worked up about a bush but 
shouldn’t I be concerned about 120,000 Ninevites?” 
Like Jonah, we often worry about the wrong things. It is sometimes very difficult for us to see 
through the eyes of God. We can’t seem to see the larger picture. And we then need God to 
return us to the right track. We need God to widen our horizon, to expand our mindset to include 
others in a way that we might not have previously thought about. 
Going from Jonah to our gospel text from Matthew we find the great parable of the vineyard and 
the laborers. It is one of those parables that generates a multitude of thoughts and opinions about 
fairness and work and labor and compensation.  
Often we get into a great many disagreements about what the parable has to say. We get 
sidetracked into talks of fair labor practices and compensation. We might eventually get into a 
discussion trying to validate union vs. non-union wages and benefits. We can then also talk about 
what we see as “fair and equitable.”  
And when we get into any of these topics we can go on and on and in the end likely reach no 
consensus. But we do get into some very good discussions that make us think about other views 
that we might not conger up on our own. 
When I read this parable I often think of movies and television programs where there are scenes 
of farm and construction trucks arriving in a town, at the same spot each day, to select workers to 
work for the day. Those chosen are ecstatic for they and their family will eat that day. Those not 
chosen remain and hope upon hope that another truck will arrive needing all who remain. 
And those remaining can be certain that if they are chosen later in the day their pay will reflect 
the number of hours they work. The longer you work on any given day the more money you will 
make. 
Somedays all those waiting are hired, other days only a few or none depending on weather and 
work available. 
We are all thankful that we do not have to go to that spot daily in the hopes of working for the 
day in order to  provide for ourselves and our families. 
And yet that is the reality many folks live with, and we can truly say that many of those folks do 
not have a green card and have no other choice for employment. Their existence is certainly 
rough. 
Reading this text at this time of this year also immediately brings to mind the plight of many not 
only in our country but around the world. 
COVID 19 has changed much of what was normal and that we took for granted.  



We all know that unemployment rose exponentially when lockdowns became the way our nation 
dealt with the pandemic. Fortunately, our government chose to help individuals and especially 
those who were out of work. That effort helped a great deal. However, it didn’t solve all 
problems of unemployment. We found that restaurants and other small businesses were not able 
to stay open and many closed forever.  
Now six months later we find that more businesses are closing. We find that unemployment is 
still through the roof and more and more renters are not able to make the monthly payment. 
Evictions are up and will continue to be so.  
There are still no new provisions from our national government on further help for those 
unemployed. And thus, we find that millions of folks are in limbo: they can’t pay the mortgage 
or rent, they are unemployed with out enough money coming in to pay for utilities and food. 
They search for jobs, but few are available, and many don’t pay enough to pay the bills. 
Such is the reality in which we live. And as we do we constantly pray for an end of this COVID 
19 nightmare. We pray that a vaccine will come quickly that is effective and we pray for 
medications to treat and even cure the virus. We pray that businesses can hang on just a bit 
longer, we pray that more good paying jobs will become available as we adjust to a new normal. 
Certainly, we can take up many hours each day praying for concerns surrounding just the 
COVID 19 situation. 
Back to the gospel text – while we could go on and continue to talk about what is fair and right 
and just as we perceive this parable before us, may I suggest that we set our thoughts aside for 
the moment and try to ferret out what God might be telling us that we are missing. 
Amy Jill Levine in her book, Short Stories by Jesus, tells us that those hired last benefit from the 
contract made with those hired first, they benefit from their employer who pays a just wage to 
those who work, and they benefit from an employer who is generous with his money. 
She goes on to say that…”all have enough to eat, and the rich recognize their responsibility to 
those who are less well off, a responsibility that includes not simply giving a handout, but hiring 
‘workers’ who can thus preserve their dignity.” 
She goes on to suggest that if we get away from  trying to focus the parable on the topic of who 
gets into heaven and who doesn’t we will find a message that challenges us rather than prompts 
complacency.  
She says, “If we look at economics, at the pressing reality that people need jobs and that others 
have excess funds, we find what should be a compelling challenge to any hearer. And in that 
story, we learn what it means to act as God acts, with generosity to all. And that is what a parable 
is supposed to do.” 
Jonah, we find, focused more attention on himself than on what God was ultimately up to. God 
was focused on the lives of some 120,00 Ninevites, not only on Jonah and his feelings. God’s 
view was larger than Jonah’s. 
Just so, if Amy Jill Levine is correct, we should try to focus our attention and thinking about this 
parable on what God was speaking to then and thus in the situation in which we find ourselves 
today. 
It is so easy to get caught up in it all: unemployment, unrest, violence, politics, etc. that we can 
become myopic and see things very narrowly, often focusing on what we think is right and 
wrong, what is best and what should be done about each issue. We’re all human. And in a sense, 
that’s what we do. We often reduce reality to what we think and believe. 
Hopefully today, our lessons from Jonah and this great parable in Matthew’s gospel provide 
opportunities for us to widen our view, to reset our hearts and minds to align more and more with 



what God is all about in these serious and important situations we face during these 
unprecedented times. 
May we each take some time today and the week ahead and give some serious, prayerful thought 
as to what is right, that is what is just and fair and proper as we view those out of work and other 
issues that surround us.  
May we think about what charity and righteousness are all about as our society tackles issues that 
will have implications for perhaps decades in the future. 
And may we be part of the solution, in the name of Christ. 
Thanks be to God. Amen 
 

Prayers of Intercession 

The prayers are prepared locally for each occasion. The following examples may be adapted or 
used as appropriate. 
Drawn together in the compassion of God, we pray for the church, the world, and all those in 
need. 
A brief silence. 
Generous God, you make the last first, and the first last. Where this gospel challenges the church, 
equip it for its works of service. Strengthen those who suffer for Christ (especially). Lord, in 
your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
Sun and wind, bushes and worms, cattle and great cities—nothing in creation is outside your 
concern, mighty God. In your mercy, tend to it all. Give us a spirit of generosity toward all you 
have made. Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
Where we find envy and create enemies, you provide enough for all. Bring peace to places of 
conflict and violence (especially). Inspire leaders with creativity and wisdom. Bless the work of 
negotiators, peacekeepers, and development workers. Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
Reveal yourself to all in need as you are gracious and merciful, slow to anger, abounding in 
steadfast love, ready to relent from punishing. Accompany judges and lawyers, victims of crime 
and those serving sentences. Give fruitful labor and a livelihood to those seeking work. Lord, in 
your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
Even beyond our expectations, you choose to give generously. Grant life, health, and courage to 
all who are in need (especially). Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
Here other intercessions may be offered. 
We praise you for the generations that have declared your power to us. Give us faithfulness to 
follow them, living for Christ, until you call us to join them in the joyful song around his throne. 
Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
All these things and whatever else you see that we need, we entrust to your mercy; through 
Christ our Lord. 



Amen. 
 


