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WORK
These last individuals have only worked one hour, and you have made them like us,
who have suffered the burden and the heat of the day. Matthew 20:12

Sometimes the Bible confronts us with some fascinating and intriguing puzzles.
Today’s readings provide one of those. What do the readings say? The one from
Job 7:1-11 assumes that work deserves appropriate and corresponding rewards.
By contrast the reading from Matthew 20:1-16 presents God as an employer who
does the exact opposite, and does not reward according to labour provided.
What is worse, he actually insists on getting away with it. How can we resolve
the inconsistency and discrepancy?

Let us first look at what the readings actually say. Work in the Bible is portrayed
as necessary in a healthy society, contributing to a sense of fulfilment and worthy
of appropriate rewards. However, before we find this sentiment, expressed in
Job 7:2, we must attend to the background of the story.

Chapter seven represents Job’s response to an argument advanced by Eliphas.
He is one of Job’s friends, who have come from afar to comfort him in his misery
and to genuinely help him make sense of his misfortune. In Job 5:17 Eliphas
suggests that the man whom God corrects should be happy and that therefore
Job should not despise ‘the chastening of the Almighty.’

But Job does not buy that argument. He contrasts himself here with a worker
who gives his employer a good day’s work and at the end receives the appropriate
reward for his labour (Job 7:2). This to Job is the normal rule in a just society.
It is the kind of justice one should expect. It is also what naturally and reasonably
a just God would approve.

But, says Job, that is not the way God has treated me. He has not treated me
justly. I am at the end of my tether. I am not rewarded for my good works. If
anything I am suffering for no reason at all. There is nothing that I have done
that deserves the treatment I have received from God. It is all blatantly unfair.
I am tossing and turning all night (Job 7:3-4). I am riddled with worms, covered
with terrible sores (Job 7:5). I despair of life (Job 7:6). I am like the wind,
relegated to a nothing (Job 7:7-8). Life to me is like a cloud that vanishes. Life
to me is like death and being buried (Job 7:9). My spirit is nothing but anguish
and my soul is bitter (Job 7:11). And all this, Job suggests, is in contrast with a
worker who gets his just rewards. If he were unfairly treated, like I am, he would
similarly feel hopeless, meaningless and bitter. It would similarly make him a
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rebel. In a just society, run by a just God, this kind of injustice should not exist.
What does Calvin have to say about this passage?

He is adamant that without God’s sovereignty and rule there would be no order
in society or in the entire world (commentary on Psalm 96:10). If there were no
society to serve basic needs, humans would be like ‘cattle and preying beast
(commentary on Isaiah 24:2).’ Division of labour is a necessity in a viable
community and ‘makes humans dependent on one another (sermon 101 on Job).’
Work therefore is an essential element in a just society.

Work is necessary not just because God demands it, but also because it binds
master and servant (commentary on Ephesians 5:22) It also binds humans to
their neighbours (Inst. III vii 5). It must be efficient and useful (commentary on
Numbers 4:4). Calvin therefore utterly condemns ‘lazy good-for-nothings’
(commentary on 1 Thessalonians 4:11) and talks about those who do not work
as ‘useless blocks of wood (commentary on Genesis 2:15 and Psalm 127:1).’ More
specifically on Job 7:2 Calvin contrasts the regular order of work with the
irregular treatment of Job. He stresses the sense of order in the ‘appointed time
of work’ of Job 7:1 rather than the reward, but the message is the same: Job
accuses God of discrimination and inconsistency, because he has denied him a
just reward.

To Calvin the difference is that even the worker who has a difficult job has at
least the end of the day to look forward to (‘it does not last forever’), whereas
Job is ‘without hope of delivery.’ ‘He who gets wages for his work, longs for
the job to end, but as for me (Job) I have no rest nor release.’ For Job, Calvin
adds, his ‘misery is excessive’ in that he does not even know when it is all going
to end. Yet Calvin also hints at what may reconcile Job and God or, in our terms,
may possibly solve the puzzle of God’s inconsistency mentioned at the beginning.
He says that the problem with Job is that he wants to be his own judge and
therefore to usurp God’s authority.

This theme also reverberates in our New Testament reading. Jesus probably had
Job’s predicament in mind when he told the story of the eccentric owner of a
vineyard who did not reward his workers according to work done. That New
Testament reading (Matthew 20:1-16) is a parable which Jesus uses as an answer
to a question of the disciples regarding salvation. He has just told them (Matthew
19:24) that it is more difficult for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God than
for a camel to go through the eye of a needle. This disturbs the disciples no end
and they therefore wonder whether anybody can be saved (Matthew 19:25).
Jesus answers that question with: ‘With men this is impossible, but with God
all things are possible (Matthew 19:26).’

That answer does not sit well with the disciples either and they attempt to wrestle
at least some hope for their own salvation. They hope that Jesus will at least
recognize that some of their own decisions, efforts and values will find favour

158

CALVIN FOR THE THIRD MILLENNIUM



with God. Using Peter as their spokesman they suggest to Jesus, that their
decision to forsake everything and to follow him must certainly give them
preferential treatment, kudos and a guarantee for a place in God’s kingdom
(Matthew 19:27). Jesus confirms that indeed this will give them everlasting life
(Matthew 19:28-29), but then rather enigmatically ends his little speech with:
‘But many that are first shall be last; and the last shall be first (Matthew 19:30).’

This he follows up with our reading for today (Matthew 20:1-17) to elucidate
that statement. But does the parable make it clearer? The parable is all about a
strange owner of a vineyard who is obviously in a hurry to get a job done. He
hires an increasing number of workers at various times during the day just to
get it all finished before nightfall, but then pays each of them the same amount
(one penny) he has arranged with the first workers at the beginning of the day.

This obviously makes those jealous who had been slaving in the searing sun and
received no more than those who had been there for only one hour in the cool
of the evening. They complain to the owner (who is God in the story): ‘You have
given those who have worked only one hour, the same as us who have suffered
the burden and the heat of the day (Matthew 20:12).’ Upon which the owner
(God) replies: ‘I have done you no wrong. Didn’t you agree with me for a penny?
Take what I owe you. I will give to the last as much as I gave you. Don’t I have
the right to do what I want with my own money? Is your eye evil because I am
good?’ And then he finishes the way he began the parable: ‘So the first shall be
last and the last first’, adding as a further explanation: ‘for many are called, but
few are chosen (Matthew 20:13-16).’

The owner may be very generous, but he obviously plays havoc with market
expectations of rewards being roughly equal to work done. In other words, if
God is just, then harmony rather than conflict of the social order must be
uppermost in his mind. To entertain unequal treatment smacks of eccentricity
and obstruction, exactly what Job complained about in his answer to Eliphas.
How then could we believe in a God who claims to have both the social order
in mind, represents justice and yet goes against the grain of justifiable
expectations? What does Calvin have to say about the parable?

His first reaction fits his favourite theme of modesty and humility in human
relations. Those who were first, he says, ‘have no right to boast or insult others.’
Furthermore, they should not rest on their laurels, but ‘should be spurred on
to make progress’, because ‘indolence almost always springs from excessive
confidence.’ Implied in this interpretation is the idea that the spiritual life is
different from earthly life. ‘Christ observes a different order.’ Yet this does not
mean that the one is not relevant for the other: ‘Only those are pleasing to God
who labours for the advantage of their brethren.’ Calvin thinks that Christ’s
intention is only ‘to exhort all men to be modest, not to prefer themselves above
others, but to willingly share with others the common prize.’
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Calvin stresses God’s goodness and love for all mankind when towards the end
of his comments he observes that ‘God bestows an undeserved reward on those
who were called rather late in the day as he does not want anybody to fall short.
‘He therefore solves our puzzle by suggesting that in God’s kingdom there are
no distinctions between late-comers and early arrivals, that the parable is an
allegory and that it has little to do with an actual market place. The prize is
salvation rather than merchandise or money for performance. Granted, but does
that also solve Job’s problem of social injustice (the wicked prospering and the
good suffering)? Is it actually enough to put the blinkers on and assume that
God’s order is a blueprint only and that therefore we have to somehow accept
the imperfect reality and cope with it as well as we can?

For a better answer we may have to return to Calvin’s suggestion in his sermon
on Job 7, where he suggests that Job’s problem really centres on his assumption
that he can be his own judge. To Calvin God’s authority is at stake here. God
must be independent of those whom he judges. He may like, even love, his
servant Job, but Job is not the only pebble on the beach. Existence is more
complex than what one individual may like to hear or what is happening to him.
There is constant conflict between individuals, their peers and what society
feels is just. Therefore like a good judge He must be above individual hopes and
desires. He must have independent authority.

Yet if that were the case, Job could very well build a good case for himself. He
could say that to be rewarded for what is to the advantage of the common good,
by definition is good for God’s blueprint for existence, his established order.
That’s why Job keeps saying that he wished he could meet God in court (Job
31:37) To solve our puzzle by referring to the need for a global authority and
judge in order that justice will prevail for anyone and not just for a single
individual gets us only so far. Admittedly the many conflicts in any society,
leave alone our own diverse one, could do with a fair and impartial authority
and judge.

Yet there is still an element of whimsy that worries Job and that one can certainly
detect in our parable. By definition whimsy is contrary to God’s character.
Actually whimsy fits Satan’s character rather than God’s. You may remember
that the whole Job story started as a bet between God and Satan. Satan puts all
his money on Job losing his integrity, when all earthly securities are taken away.
By contrast God accepted the bet, because he was convinced that Job would
prove to be beyond basic reliance on earthly rewards and securities. Maybe that
is the area where we should look for a solution, to our puzzle: the area where
salvation (wholeness) is not anymore to be found in man’s concoctions and
fabrications, but in identification with the rarefied realm of God’s kingdom.
Actually that is where Job’s story ends. It finishes when he actually meets God
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and re-discovers that through knowing God and experiencing His presence the
real import of salvation is brought home.

That may also be the solution to the strange parable. Maybe that Jesus felt that
the disciples who had forsaken everything should continue in their commitment,
loyalty and faith mode, if the treasure of heaven was to be theirs. If that mode
is taken too much for granted, or too much buried in tradition, convention and
‘establishment’ (organization), he seems to say, it may take them to the end of
the queue rather than the beginning. Their place would then be occupied by
the more recent arrivals, the prostitutes, the tax collectors, the losers and other
battlers. The new converts: those who freshly discovered the treasure of God’s
offer of salvation and those who are still full of the miracle of it all, would now
be first in line.

If that is the solution to our problem, and I think it is, it makes more sense than
anything else I may come up with; it may also clear up the last few words of
Jesus’ explanation: ‘for many are called, but few are chosen.’ It may now dawn
on us that salvation (wholeness) is offered to anyone (many), but that few are
chosen. That means, I think, that those who accept the offer feel particularly
privileged. Actually those who perceive the sense of wholeness the offer brings
invariably also perceive it as something unexpectedly revealed to them. They
accept it with gladness as something they have looked for all their lives and
finally found. Salvation has now become a privilege that has little to do with
their spasmodic effort. A sense of ‘being chosen’ accompanies the exultation.

The reward therefore of the parable means the gift of salvation, grace, faith.
These have nothing to do with payment for work done, but Jesus uses the image
of an employer to describe God as giver and provider and not as an example of
good commercial practice. To Jesus salvation has something to do with
identification with God, a transcendental and very personal source of order in
a world that is not particularly orderly. And this salvation, grace and faith could
in no way be achieved or appropriated by human labour or any other kind of
work leading to reward. It is a gift.

To be chosen therefore means a sense of it being undeserved, rather similar to
the workers who received a full day’s payment for just one hour of effort. It is
illumination not coming from within, but from without. It is not the outcome
of human effort, or reward for hard work ‘in the sweat of our brow (Genesis
3:19)’ or the result of accumulated kudos from deprivation. It is a gift. Through
the parable Jesus seems to say that only when salvation is presented as a gift
rather than something humans produce, can the purity of order be guaranteed.
The effect of purity as impinging on human disorder/sin/injustice will be
diminished according to the lesser maintenance of its separation from the human
scene. In other words, the more salvation is associated with gift and privilege,
the better its purity can do its work as a counterbalance to Satan’s disorder.
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Yet that gift, or the gratitude resulting from it, has moral consequences. Those
who experience the offer of salvation invariably also shed the very habits,
patterns of immorality, sins, that in the past they were unable to battle or
conquer. They have become the upstanding citizens society needs for its own
integrity.

The enthusiasm and genuine sincerity at the early stages of charismatic
movements is well illustrated by the revival meetings orchestrated by Henry
Alline from 1775-1784 in Nova Scotia or the New Light evangelization on the
Niagara Peninsula in the early part of the nineteenth century. The sense of calling
by the Methodist circuit-riders approximately at the same time and the
beginnings of the Salvation Army in the 1880s in Ontario similarly point to the
effect of God’s gift of salvation and faith to large sections of the population.

The converts at these occasions never claimed that the gift of grace resulted from
changed behaviour. They always claimed that it was the other way round:
changed behaviour was the result of their conversion. They all witnessed to the
miracle of God’s intervention in their lives. They all felt better for the improved
niche they had now acquired in their community.

This was also Job’s discovery when God spoke to him (Job chapters 38-42). Now
he does not speak any longer about God being unjust and unfair. Now he is
enveloped in God’s mercy. Now he can accept his misery and misfortune. Now
all that used to bother him has been put at a distance, relativized. Now his
integrity which was almost destroyed has been restored. Or to say it differently:
now salvation has become even more real than it had been ever before.

In summarizing my attempt to solve the puzzle of the eccentric employer Jesus
tells us that wholeness (salvation) does not come about through earning rewards,
but through accepting it as a gift from God. It is a privilege and therefore has
the character of being especially selected or chosen for a particular individual.
Yet it comes with a condition. Its bliss can never be ours unless we surrender
our reliance on mundane securities.

Disorder, sin and injustice cannot be dispelled by a single stroke of the pen. A
chasm separates ‘pure order’ from ‘existential disorder.’ The New Testament
claims that Jesus bridged the gap and that he was and is the mediator. It was
through Jesus that identification with God’s pure order became a reality. That
means that the believer can not only catch a glimpse but can represent as high
a degree of salvation/integrity as one can hope for in this mortal life.

The parable has nothing to do with commercial reciprocity. It has everything
to do with trust in the giver (God) and identification with His order. Yet that
identification also has moral consequences. It means not just concern for our
neighbour, but also identification with those standards and values that make
for a healthy society. And this in turn means humility, understanding of others
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and accepting God’s authority both for ourselves and for the common good. The
common good requires that our labour is suitably rewarded and that workers
not be abused.
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