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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
Much of our lives we find ourselves abiding by sets of rules or commonly-agreed-upon regulations. These rules are 
everywhere, and though we don't always follow them perfectly, for the most part they are in place for our own 
good, and life might look very different without them. 
 
Some of these rules help protect us. For example, each day we leave our houses to go to work or school or run our 
errands, we must abide by speed limits, road signs, and other traffic regulations. It's pretty amazing when you think 
about it -- all it takes to keep us more or less safe as we drive is a pair of yellow lines running down the middle of the 
road that keeps us from swerving into the other side. It's not a wall, nor is it a fail-safe system, but we all know what 
those yellow lines  mean, and regardless of the fact that we often find ourselves in enormous vehicles driven at 
dangerous speeds, our safety is almost guaranteed by a simple and agreed-upon rule of the road.  
 
Elsewhere rules bring purpose and meaning to our lives. Were you to play tic tac toe with your children but 
immediately cheat by throwing down three Xs in a row on your first turn, the game would lack purpose, and your 
children would probably get very upset at your deception. It is when we agree on a common set of rules that our 
games, hobbies, and activities come to life and have meaning. 
 
Finally, rules bring understanding. If we printed your bulletin today without any spaces, capitalization, 
punctuation, or page breaks, we'd all be pretty confused as to what it was supposed to say. When we use grammar 
and punctuation to help communicate, it's much easier to know what's happening and what we're meant to 
understand. 
 
As we talked about a couple weeks ago, some of the rules that Christians live by are found in the Bible. Though the 
law has been ultimately fulfilled in Jesus' saving death and resurrection, we still look to many of the laws as found in 
scripture to guide us in some of our moral decisions. We do this because we understand that rules and 
commandments must have something to do with God because they come from God. God gives the law to Moses so 
that the people would know better ways to live and to live into the covenant they had made, and we must not 
understand the law as an arbitrary set of impossible standards to keep. Every commandment given by God reflects 
how God's covenant with Israel is meant to be, and therefore, how the lives of God's people are meant to be lived. 
 
For example, we might think that "Do not commit adultery" is fairly straightforward and only meant for human 
marriage. However, that is only a secondary understanding. God gave this commandment because, first and 
foremost, it describes God's own faithfulness -- in other words, God wouldn't cheat on Israel. God will not 
abandon the very people he made his own and promised to be with for all time. Our earthly relationships must be 
built not only on the love that two people have for one another but built to reflect the same love God has for his 
people and the love Christ has for the Church. We must always remember that because God gave the law, it must 
have something to do with him, too. 
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Another of the ten commandments is "Honor thy Father and Mother." Again, were this just about our earthly 
families, it could be very difficult or even impossible to those for whom relationships with a parent was without 
love or abusive. Instead, we know that earthly relationships between parents and children are meant to mimic the 
perfect relationship between our heavenly Father and his eternally-begotten Son. At all times and in all places, Jesus 
honored his heavenly Father, and we are asked to revere our parents in the same fashion because in doing so, we 
may come to more greatly understand and appreciate the relationship between God the Father and God the Son. It 
is, after all, God's intention for our relationships on earth to be as they are in heaven. 
 
Most of the big commandments are like these, and like the yellow lines running down our roads, there is a clear-cut 
side on which we're supposed to remain. Do not murder, do not steal -- for the most part, we tend to live into these 
pretty well. Two of our readings today, however, suggest that  one of God's commandments is more difficult to 
keep than some of the others. The commandment, in one way or another, that is tested in today's readings is "thou 
shalt not covet". Coveting is unique among the ten commandments because it's the only commandment that 
doesn't require a physical action -- we covet in our minds and in our hearts before we act on our intentions. To 
covet is to want something in great excess that doesn't belong to you. This doesn't necessarily mean all of our desires 
for "stuff", though. If you really want the new iPhone, you could wait until it comes out, go to your phone 
company, and buy one. That might not be so bad. It's coveting when it takes up all your thoughts, your energy, 
your time, and you'd do literally anything to have it. See the difference? Coveting is the extreme of our desires, 
especially when the object of our desire doesn't belong to us. It's being discontent with everything around us 
because we'd rather have something else that we lack to suit our purposes. 
 
In the Exodus reading this morning, the people of Israel are furious with God and Moses because they can't have 
something they desperately want -- to return to the land of Egypt. After the great miracle of the parting of the Red 
Sea, the people are hungry and lost in the wilderness, and despite having been enslaved by Pharaoh and being 
strangers in a strange land, they want to go back. Yet it is God's word -- God's law -- that makes sense of the 
situation. As we said earlier, rules can help protect us and bring understanding. It was always part of God's purpose 
to bring Israel to the wilderness because they were more safe there than in Egypt. But to go back to Egypt would be 
to forsake all that God had done for them. And once again, God was able to show his people that he would provide 
for them in a way that Pharaoh would not -- even when it seemed all was lost, God provided manna in the 
wilderness for them to eat. When the Israelites longed for what they did not have they disobeyed God and rebelled 
against him.  It was only when they remembered God's faithfulness and were later given God's law understood 
again that it was God who saved them, God who remembered them, and God who provided for them.  
 
We see coveting in a different way in the Gospel reading this morning. In one of Jesus' better-known parables, he 
tells of laborers in a field who are hired at different times of the day. Some are hired at dawn, the next at 9am, then 
next at Noon, then 3pm, and even 5pm -- and it is the intention of the master to give each the same full day's wage. 
As the workers return from the field, he begins by paying the last workers first, and gives them a full day's wage even 
though they only worked one hour. He follows suit with all the other workers, giving them a full day's wage for 
only a fraction of the work. By the time the workers who started at dawn are paid, they, like the people of Israel 
from the Exodus story, are livid. Scripture recalls that they grumble against the master, coveting the special favor 
that the master gave to the last workers. They claim it to be against the rules that were previously established--it 
wasn't fair that they be paid the same as those who worked for far less time. However, it is the master who has the 
final word: "'Friend, I am doing you no wrong...I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you...are you 
envious because I am generous?’ So the last will be first, and the first will be last." 
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You see, it is God who makes the rules, and it is God's prerogative how they will be applied. At the very least, God is 
more than fair to those whom he loves. On a good day, like for our late-day workers, God chose to be generous. 
God chose to give those who work less more than they deserve.Like the tic tac toe example from earlier, this is a rule 
that gives Jesus' parable its meaning and purpose. Had the story gone as we might have expected, we wouldn't take 
any meaning from it save that "we all get what we deserve." Instead, since God declares that the last shall be first and 
the first shall be last, we know that it is God's intention to flip our expectations completely upside down. It is God's 
intention to be generous with all those who come to him, and instead, we are given what God thinks all deserve -- 
his full attention and grace, regardless of when we come to him--the beginning of our lives, the middle, or the very 
end. To believe we deserve more for worshipping God longer is a form of coveting, as it turns out in the end. For 
before God we are owed nothing -- "for all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God". Because God's 
generosity, good will, and grace are all gifts and not earned, we actually get what we don't deserve because God is 
merciful and faithful to his people.  As God remembered his covenant with Israel and as God chose to be generous 
with the laborers in the field, so God has remembered you and been generous to you. So let us not come before 
God with the presumption that we are owed what we deserve, for we have all received a gift from God far greater 
than we could ever earn.  Let us make every effort to keep God's commandments as faithfully as we keep the rules of 
the road or the rules of our favorite games.  Let us continually come back to God's law and God's word, to the way 
God has asked us to live, for by doing so we will find a new rule in our lives -- a rule that allows us to be grateful and 
thankful people always and everywhere; a rule that helps us live out the Gospel truth, that because God is generous 
to his people, so we are called to be generous when we give; a rule that helps us look to others before ourselves, for 
indeed, "the last will be first, and the first will be last." 
 
Amen. 


