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“Thanks a lot!” are words that familiar to most of us, I am sure. Often times, we speak these
words sincerely with a genuine smile upon our faces to someone else who has just given us a gift or shown
us even some small act of kindness.
“Thanks a lot!” a woman wrote in a beautiful “Thank You” card to the other members in her
Sunday school class, after they brought to her house a casserole, a salad and an apple pie; a complete meal
to feed her and her family—on the day after returned home from the hospital. “Thanks a lot!” she wrote to
her brothers and sisters in Christ. I imagine she was smiling as she wrote those words, though none of her
fellow Sunday school class members were there to see it!
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Maybe you recently caught a cold, and you believe you know who the culprit was! It
was that coworker, who came to work sick several days in a row; who was constantly blowing her nose,
coughing and sneezing all around you. You go up to her and say rather sarcastically: “Thanks a lot! I sure
appreciate you giving to me your cold!”

When you stop and think about it, every one of those workers in Jesus’
parable could have said “Thanks a lot!” to the foreman at the end of their workday
too, when they received their paychecks from him at the end of the day. I imagine that some of those workers
hired later in the day could have said these words sincerely with big smiles upon their faces: “Thanks a lot!”
Yet, the other laborers who worked a 9 hour or a 12 hour day may have spoken these words far more
sarcastically with a very disgruntled tone. There was no smile on their faces. When they said: “Thanks
a lot!” what they were really thinking to themselves was: “Thanks

for nothing!”

Today, of course, this same situation

would probably result in some of those
“ticked off” employees filing a grievance against their boss, because
that which had just taken place, at least in their own minds, was outrageously unfair! Some of
the people there worked only one hour that day, but received a full day’s pay. Some worked only 3
hours but received a full day’s pay. Some only worked 6 hours but received a full day’s pay. Some
who worked 9 hours were given a full day’s pay; and perhaps this would not have been
nearly as offensive to those people who worked 12 hours for a full day’s
pay, with there being some margin of discrepancy in their pay scales among them, but how dare
that boss! How dare that boss give the same amount of money in their paychecks to the people who

worked only one hour of the day, in comparison to those who toiled from sunup to sundown for twelve,
long, very hard, grueling hours of work!

But the owner of the vineyard has several valid points to make here too! He

wasn’t treating those who worked from 6 AM to 6 PM unfairly. For after all, they consented to work for a
denarius, the average pay scale for a common laborer in those days. We read in verse 2 of our Gospel
lesson: “After agreeing with the laborers for a denarius a day, he sent them into his
vineyard!”

I can’t even pretend to know w hy the master of the house instructed
the forem an to give to each m an a full day’s w age w ho w orked that day!
Maybe it’s because the whole village and nation where he lived were experiencing a great economic
depression. He realized that work was hard to come by in those days, and yet all these men had wives
and children at home! He didn’t want those children to go to bed hungry that night, without bread upon
their table. Maybe as a real entrepreneur he had other irons in the fire. This vineyard wasn’t his
only asset. Maybe he had just received a windfall of a profit on another
business venture, and he felt he was in a position to show some undeserved kindness to those
people who only worked a few hours that day!
Yet, “It just isn’t fair!” they protested! “It just isn’t right!” they said rather boldly
in unison to the master of the house after the foreman handed them their paychecks that
day! “These last men hired worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us

who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat!” (v. 12)

So listen once again to what the master of the house says to them: “Friend, I am doing you no wrong!
Did you not agree to work for me for a denarius? Take what belongs to you and go. If I choose
to give this last worker as I gave to you, what is that to you? Am I not allowed to do what I
choose to do with my own money? Or do you begrudge my generosity?” (Vv. 12-15)

And isn’t this precisely the point of Jesus’ parable? Finding a
welcome reception into the kingdom of God may have happened to
you in the very earliest days of your life, when you were made a member of the body
of Christ, as an infant, through the sacred washing of Holy Baptism. Perhaps for some of you, you didn’t really

become a Christian until you were much older; maybe 9 or 10, or 11
years old! Maybe for some of you it happened when you were hopefully only in the middle of
this journey called life, while for others it happened in an eleventh hour
conversion, not unlike the conversion of that one thief on the
cross; who was being crucified right next to Jesus. He is the one who “got it,” who was able to
understand who this Jesus was and why he was there on that middle cross between those two convicted
thieves.
W e read in Luke 23:39-43, “One of the criminals who were hanged railed at him,
saying: ‘Are you not the Christ? Save yourself and us!’ But the other rebuked him, saying: ‘Do you
not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation, and we indeed justly? For
we are receiving the due reward of our deeds; but this Man has done nothing wrong!’ And then he
said, ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom!’ And Jesus said to him, ‘Truly, I say
to you, today you will be with me in Paradise!’”
It’s a slightly revised version of that old hymn which many of us love to sing
entitled: “Hark, the Voice of Jesus Crying” (LSB 826); that we sang as the sermon hymn today; a hymn
closely associated with our Gospel lesson where we sang in verse 2:

“Some take up his task in morning, to their Lord responding soon!
Some are called in heat of midday, others late in afternoon;
Even as the sun is setting, some are sent into the fields,
There to gather in the bounty that God’s Word so richly yields!” (LSB 827:2)
And isn’t this what our God calls upon each of us to do throughout our Christian lives; to
reflect God’s generosity to other people too?

I certainly wouldn’t begin to tell anyone else here how to manage their career,
but if God has blessed your tireless work and endless devotion to your chosen career, evident in the large
amounts of money you may now have at your disposal, couldn’t you sometimes provide some gigantic
discounts to those people now and again who are suffering hard times, but still in need of your services.
I always enjoy hearing about those doctors and dentists who may take two
weeks away from their own medical practices, to set up shop in some third world country, to give their
help to others like this in a most meaningful way!
Or maybe you’ve just enjoyed a great meal in a fabulous restaurant , when
the young man or young woman waiting on your table has carefully attended to your every need and to that of
your guests, so that you might even find a deep sense of personal pleasure in rewarding them with an especially
generous tip; not only 15% or 20%, but maybe even 40%, not because you have to but because you are
generous like G od and love to put a sm ile on other peoples’ faces too ! You
don’t do this every time you receive your bill, or “check,” as we like to call it at a restaurant, but once in a while
it certainly would be nice!
Maybe your service was not so good, or not “so hot,” but since you have no idea what
kind of unfortunate circumstances that waiter or waitress may be facing in their personal lives,
you decide to become generous to them too!
Reflecting the generosity of God to others! I believe that St. Paul must have been a
master at this when you consider the fact that he sometimes turned down any kind of financial compensation
for his work.

Did St. Paul believe that full-time workers in the church should
be salaried? Indeed he did and he says so in many places! In I C orinthians 9:11, Paul writes:
“If we have sown spiritual things among you, is it too much to reap material things from you?” In
G alatians 6:6, he writes: “One who is taught the Word must share all good things with the one
who teaches.”

And Paul didn’t merely receive a one-time gift from the church at Philippi; he received
gifts from them on a number of occasions. Even when Paul was in another city, the Philippians
continued to send material support to him which Paul continued to accept.

But there were times when he refused compensation from some
churches where there were adversaries of his who claimed that
Paul was only serving in full-time ministry for the money!
And
immediately after acknowledging his right to receive financial compensation from the Corinthians, he refuses
to do so for he goes on to say in I C orinthians 9:15-16, “Nevertheless we have not made use of
this right, but we endure anything rather than put an obstacle in the way of the Gospel of Christ!”
Paul was an excellent example of reflecting God’s generosity to others! This man, who
traveled extensively throughout the Roman world, preaching and teaching, also worked a “day job” from
which he earned money through his manual labor of being a tentmaker.
But Paul reflects the generosity of God to others in many other ways too! Regardless of
the challenges that were set before him, he maintains a very thankful spirit. In the opening words
of his letter to the Philippians from which our epistle lesson is taken today, even though he was under house
arrest in the city of Rome awaiting a trial, the verdict from which could have gone in either one of two ways, he
maintains a very thankful spirit. He writes in in Philippians 1:3, “I thank my God in

my every remembrance of you always, in every prayer of mine for you all, making my

prayer with joy, because of your partnership in the Gospel from the very first day until
now!”
Paul maintains a thankful spirit even during the time of his
imprisonment. Listen to what he writes in our epistle lesson today:

“For me to live is Christ, and to die is gain! If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful labor
for me. Yet which I shall choose I cannot tell. I am hard pressed between the two. My desire is
to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better. But to remain in the flesh is more necessary
on your account. Convinced of this, I know that I will remain and continue with you all, for your
progress and joy in the faith!” (Phil. 1:21-25)
As I studied the appointed Scriptures for this morning’s worship service, I was reminded
of a powerful truth that the Bible shares with us again and again; that’s made all the more prominent
through Jesus and his ministry, and through the ministry of the apostles and evangelists who continue his work
even after he has ascended into heaven. And this great paradoxical teaching is

that Christians can rejoice in the midst of any set of
circumstances.
Jesus makes this very plain to us in his Beatitudes: “Blessed are the poor in
spirit; for theirs is the kingdom of God! Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be
comforted. Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy!” (Matthew 5:1-12)
St. James writes, “Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, for
you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its
full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking nothing!” (James 1:2-4)
In Rom ans 5 we read, “Therefore being justified by faith we have peace with God through
our Lord Jesus Christ. Moreover we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces
endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not put
us to shame, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has
been given to us!”
In his letter to the Philippians, Paul is offering a sincere, nor-sarcastic
thank you to God; and a thank you for what? For the privilege not
only of believing in Christ, but also for the privilege of being
counted worthy to suffer for Christ! Most of us wouldn’t view our being
imprisoned, shipwrecked, and beaten as a privilege. Most of us don’t view the
sacrifices that we make to put others ahead of ourselves and to make their lives better a pure privilege!
Although Paul confesses in our epistle lesson today that he would prefer to die and be
with Christ, he realizes that continuing and laboring for the Philippians, even while he is in
prison, is better for them. Paul is determined that Christ will be exalted in his body, whether by life or by
death. Paul can smile and say thank you to God, because he has learned to set and reset his own personal focus
on the presence of Christ and his mission as Christ’s servant.
There a popular song that was first written by Charlie Chaplin, but later revised by John
Turner in 1954 with the title “Smile.” I imagine that most of us would be familiar with the song. It’s

been sung and recorded by such great musical artists as Judy Garland, Michael Jackson and
Nat King Cole, two of which were very unhappy people whose lives were cut short, no doubt, by their
immense struggle with depression; namely, Judy Garland and Michael Jackson.

Most recently at the 2014 Emmys, just before Billy Crystal’s touching tribute to
comedian Robin Williams, Sara Bareilles sang a poignant verse of the song as images of television
personalities who had died in the past twelve months were flashed on the movie screen.

	
  
	
  

Smile	
  though	
  your	
  heart	
  is	
  aching;	
  smile	
  even	
  though	
  it’s	
  breaking.	
  
When	
  there	
  are	
  clouds	
  in	
  the	
  sky,	
  you’ll	
  get	
  by—if	
  you	
  just	
  smile	
  through	
  your	
  fear	
  and	
  sorrow;	
  
Smile	
  and	
  maybe	
  tomorrow,	
  you’ll	
  see	
  the	
  sun	
  come	
  shining	
  through	
  for	
  you,	
  if	
  you	
  just	
  smile!	
  

As she sang the “Smile” lyrics with a sad expression on her face, I finally realized why
this song has always left me with mixed emotions. I feel joy because it’s a beautiful tune and a lovely
sentiment, but I feel sorrow because it gives a smile much more power than it has without
SO M EO N E ELSE B EH IN D IT TO B A C K IT U P, and that Someone just happens to be our Lord
and Savior Jesus Christ, who has become for us: “Christ	
  the	
  life	
  of	
  all	
  the	
  living,	
  Christ	
  the	
  death	
  of	
  death	
  our	
  

foe;	
  Christ	
  yourself	
  for	
  us	
  once	
  giving,	
  to	
  the	
  darkness	
  depths	
  of	
  woe,	
  by	
  your	
  suffering	
  death	
  and	
  merit,	
  I	
  
enteral	
   life	
   inherit,	
   thousand,	
   thousand	
   thanks	
   are	
   due,	
   dearest	
   Jesus	
   unto	
   you!”	
   (LUTHERAN	
   WORSHIP,	
  
HYMN	
  94)	
  
	
  
There are times in each of our lives also, dear friends, when adversity can put great
sorrow in our hearts, as adversity put great sorrow in St. Paul’s heart from time to time;
adversity that may even one day make us yearn for death ourselves. But as St. Paul focuses his
thoughts on what God has done for him in sending his only-begotten Son Jesus Christ, to become
his constant life’s companion along the way, it also puts a smile on his face. Christ within him puts
a smile on his heart. Christ empowers him to say “THANKS A LOT!” to God, even while he is prison.
Christ insures a bright future for Paul and for the Philippians and also for every one of
us, as we hold fast to our faith in God in times of comfort and in times of great challenge that lie
ahead. Amen

