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			For anyone who loves a good story.


			May we be reminded that all good stories point to the Greatest Story.
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Introduction: 
The Fiction of Jesus


			Okay, okay. I get it.


			The title of this book might raise a few eyebrows. So, before we begin, let’s talk about it.


			One might see the title, The Fiction of Jesus, and think, “Is this a book attempting to prove Jesus never existed, and the story of Jesus is simply a made-up piece of fiction?”


			Not at all!


			I believe Jesus was a real person whose life, death, and resurrection is good news for the whole world. And because his words are filled with truth, I think it’s important to ponder the fiction of Jesus. By that, I mean the short, fictitious stories he told as he traveled from village to village. We call these stories parables. Some are so familiar to us that “prodigal son” and “good Samaritan” have become common phrases in our language.


			I used to think Jesus told stories to teach us simple moral lessons. After all, other ancient fables like Aesop’s “The Tortoise and the Hare” follow this formula. (Slow and steady wins the race!) It’s tempting to view Jesus’ parables through this same lens. But as I began to study them, I realized that Jesus wasn’t concerned with tying everything up with a neat and tidy bow.


			Jesus’ parables were more like puzzles, designed to make his audience stop and think. One scholar says these stories “are meant to pop every circuit breaker in people’s minds.”1


			Imagine that!


			Jesus—the God of the universe wrapped in flesh—wants us to use our noodles. I suppose it makes sense. He gave us our brains. Why not put them to work?


			If Jesus posted one of his parables on Facebook, we wouldn’t know whether to give it a “like,” an “angry,” or a “haha.” But it would make us stop our endless scrolling and think.


			In our culture, we value direct communication. Maybe a little too much. We are quick to add our two cents to every topic. And when we come across an opinion we don’t like, we feel the need to explain why it’s wrong. The cycle continues. These days, everyone’s message comes across “loud and clear.” When conversations dissolve into shouting matches, it’s no surprise that walls get put up between people.


			But Jesus takes a refreshingly different approach. In most of his parables, Jesus doesn’t directly address the topic he is discussing. Instead of giving a quick “hot take” on an issue, he slows things down by telling a story.


			For example, one day Jesus wanted to show how God’s forgiveness should move us to forgive others. But instead of directly talking about God or sin, he told the parable of the Unforgiving Servant. It’s a story about a man who owes the king a large sum of money. He can’t afford to pay up, but by some miracle, the king absolves the man of his debt. Despite receiving such compassion, the man refuses to do the same for someone who owes him money. By speaking indirectly through this parable, Jesus allowed his audience to consider forgiveness from a new angle.


			Every now and then, Jesus’ parables took on a topic more directly. (We will explore a couple of these toward the end of this book.) But even with this approach, his goal was the same. He invited people to view the world from a new perspective.


			Over the next 40 days, we’re going to look at eight of Jesus’ parables. These stories cover a wide variety of topics, but they share one overarching theme: God’s Kingdom entering into a messy, broken world. This is good news for everyone! But it also comes with a challenge. We’ll explore this idea more on Day 1.


			So, let’s dive into the fiction of Jesus together. The more we use our imaginations to engage with these tales, the more we’ll grasp how real and near God’s Kingdom truly is.


			It’s a Kingdom where God doesn’t want anyone left out.


			And that includes you!


			Michael Murray


			


			

				

						1 Capon, Robert Farrar. Kingdom, Grace, Judgment in the Parables of Jesus. Eerdmans, 2002.



				


			


		




		

			
How To Use This Book


			Note: If you’ve read any of my other books in the Nobody Left Out series, this chapter will probably sound familiar. Feel free to skim it if you need a refresher or skip it and get to the good stuff!


			Before we explore our first parable, I want to give you some tips on how to make the most of this devotional.


			(By the way, the word “devotional” is simply a fancy, “churchy” word for a brief piece of writing, usually reflecting on a passage found in Scripture.)


			In this book, we’re going to unpack eight of Jesus’ parables. We’ll spend five days looking at each one. That means there are a total of 40 devotionals. You could approach the reading in one of two ways:


			

					You could read one devotional per day for 40 days straight. This is a great way to build a daily habit of reading the Bible.


					You could spread the reading out over eight weeks, devoting one week to each parable. To do this, you would read one devotional Monday-Friday and take the weekends off. (Or use the weekends to catch up on any missed days!)


			


			I want to stress that there’s no “right way” to use this book. Do whatever works best for you. And if you miss a day of reading, don’t get discouraged! Just pick back up the next day. We don’t earn “God points” by reading the Bible every day. There’s nothing we can do to make God love us any more than he already does. Our goal is just to get to know him better!


			Here are a few more reading tips:


			

					In the introduction page for each parable, I’ll give the Scripture reference for where you can find it in the Bible. I suggest taking a few minutes to read the parable before starting on the devotionals. Over the five days, we’ll walk through it slowly, looking at it from different perspectives. But it will be helpful to get a big-picture view of the story first!


					On most days, there will be a “supporting” passage of Scripture to read. These verses will provide more context for the parable we are exploring. I recommend reading the supporting passage before reading the day’s devotional.


					If you’re looking for a quick, easy way to access the Bible, consider downloading the YouVersion Bible App. Another great resource is BibleGateway.com.


					There are many different Bible translations. I don’t believe any single translation is the “best”—they all convey God’s truth. (One of my favorite things to do is look at the same verse in multiple translations. It helps me understand it from different perspectives and gain new insight!) Throughout this book, I primarily quote from the New International Version (NIV) and New Living Translation (NLT). When reading the daily Bible passages, feel free to use your preferred version.


					At the end of each devotional, I’ve included some questions to ponder. As with everything in this book, use them in whatever way is most helpful to you. My hope is that they will give you something to reflect on throughout the day. I want to encourage you to spend time with God as you think through them and come to your own conclusions about each parable.


					Each devotional should take about 10-15 minutes to complete (including reading the Bible passages). Here’s my biggest piece of advice: Don’t view reading the Bible as a chore. If you get through this devotional in 40 days, that’s great. But you know what? If it takes you 40 years, that’s okay too! If it helps to schedule the reading at the same time every day, then do it. But if you’re not a morning person, don’t feel obligated to read it at 5 a.m. (At least get some coffee in you first!) Maybe lunch is a better time for you to read. Or right before bed. Do whatever works best for you.


			


			Okay, that’s it for the boring stuff. Grab your favorite snack and find a cozy seat. Jesus is about to tell us some stories!


		




		

			
Parable I: 
The Vineyard Workers


			Once, there was a man who went out at daybreak and hired workers to tend to his vineyard. But then he did a strange thing: He kept going back out all throughout the day to hire more workers.


			When the workday ended, the man did an even stranger thing: He paid all his workers the same wage. The people who hardly worked got paid the same as those who worked hard. Needless to say, this led to more than a few grumbles from the workers who toiled all day in the sun.


			What prompted Jesus to tell this tale? And what does it have to do with God’s Kingdom?


			* * *


			You can find the parable of the Vineyard Workers in Matthew 20:1-16. Take a few minutes to read it, and then we’ll jump in!


		




		

			
Day 1: 
Invasion of the Kingdom


			
Today’s Bible Reading: Matthew 20:1-16



			
Supporting Passage: Matthew 4:12-25



			I live in Orlando, Florida. On summer afternoons, temperatures can get well into the 90s. There are no nearby beaches, which means no cool ocean breeze. Combine that with the oppressive humidity, and my hometown is the last place you’d want to be on an August day.


			But…


			Every summer, millions of people travel to Orlando. Why would they do this to themselves?! Because they want to visit a little place called Disney World.


			When families enter the gates of the Magic Kingdom, they are transported into a different world. It’s a world where they can fly with Peter Pan and go on a scary pirate adventure. They are still in Orlando and can feel the miserable beads of sweat dripping down their faces. Yet, they smile with delight because they are also kind of... not in Orlando. It’s as if the space has been invaded by a magical kingdom. Visitors find themselves wandering the realm where these two worlds have interlocked.


			This is a tiny taste of what the Kingdom of God is like. (Without the long lines and high ticket prices!)


			When Jesus arrived on this earth, he did a lot of amazing things. He healed sick people. He turned water into wine and calmed deadly storms. He taught truths that shocked both the religious experts and the common riffraff. But everything he did pointed people back to one central idea: The Kingdom of God was near.


			From then on Jesus began to preach, “Repent of your sins and turn to God, for the Kingdom of Heaven is near.” … Jesus traveled throughout the region of Galilee, teaching in the synagogues and announcing the Good News about the Kingdom. And he healed every kind of disease and illness. (Matthew 4:17, 23, NLT, emphasis mine)


			In the gospels of Mark and Luke, the phrase Kingdom of God appears in the same places where Matthew uses Kingdom of Heaven. It’s important to note that these two terms carry the same meaning. Matthew is contrasting the kingdom of the “world” (the place where we do things our way) with the Kingdom of “Heaven” (the place where God’s will is done). The ultimate hope is that the Kingdom of God/Heaven will be established on earth, as Jesus prays in Matthew 6:10.


			Yes, we live in a messy, broken world where terrible things happen. And it’s true that things won’t be set entirely right until the day Jesus returns. But until that beautiful day comes, Jesus invites us to participate in God’s Kingdom here and now. It’s a space where heaven and earth interlock in all sorts of strange and marvelous ways.


			Okay… But what on earth (get it?!) does this have to do with the parables of Jesus???


			Everything!


			Through his stories, Jesus gives us a glimpse into what God’s Kingdom is like. We see the world as God created it to be. It looks a bit strange to us, because the things God values are often at odds with what we value. That’s why Jesus’ parables left people surprised, confused, and even offended.


			Just as the Magic Kingdom has invaded Orlando, the Kingdom of God has invaded earth. Jesus’ parables are an invitation to embrace this new reality. And so, as we explore these stories over the next 40 days, I want this question to guide our journey: What does this story teach us about how to live out God’s Kingdom in a messy, broken world?


			We will begin by looking at the parable of the Vineyard Workers. In this tale, a landowner employs laborers to work in his vineyard. He hires them at various times throughout the long workday. But when the whistle blows, and it’s time to hand out paychecks, he pays everyone the same wage. This leaves the workers who began their shifts at dawn more than a little miffed. What’s up with that?!


			Tomorrow, we’ll take a closer look at what prompted Jesus to tell this story. Knowing the context of each parable is an integral part of understanding it. But today, take some time to read it slowly. Imagine being in the crowd listening to Jesus. How would his words have affected you? Which characters in the story would you relate to most?


			This story is a peek into God’s Kingdom. If we let it invade our hearts, we may never look at this messy, broken world the same way again.


			
Questions to Ponder:


			What do you think Jesus meant when he announced that “the Kingdom of Heaven [God] has come near”? (Matthew 4:17) What images or ideas come to mind when you hear the phrase the Kingdom of God?


			In what ways does the parable of the Vineyard Workers flip our values upside down? Write down any initial thoughts you have about this parable.


		









		

			
Day 2: 
“What Will We Get?!”


			
Today’s Bible Reading: Matthew 20:1-16



			
Supporting Passage: Matthew 19:13-30



			The parable of the Vineyard Workers comes at the beginning of Matthew 20. Because it kicks off a new chapter, it’s easy to overlook what comes before it. But the writers of the Bible didn’t include chapters (or verses!) in their original manuscripts. So, let’s flip one page back and look at chapter 19 to get some context.


			In Matthew 19, three things happen that set the stage for Jesus’ parable. All three things deal with an expectation of “how the world works.” And all three get turned upside down by Jesus.


			First, Jesus welcomes a group of children who come to him (v. 13-15). The disciples are shocked that Jesus would make time for them. They assume Jesus is too busy to stop and offer a blessing. Perhaps they were thinking, “Let some other rabbi do it!”


			Second, Jesus has his encounter with the rich young ruler (v. 16-22). In this interesting exchange, a young man asks Jesus what he needs to do to gain eternal life. Jesus tells him to obey the commandments. When the man presses Jesus to get more specific, Jesus lists five of the Ten Commandments as well as the command to love your neighbor as yourself (taken from Leviticus 19:18).


			This seems like an odd answer. Is Jesus saying that our own goodness is the key to eternal life? If so, we’re all doomed!


			It’s important to remember that Jesus always dealt with people as individuals. He didn’t give stock answers; he met people where they were. Jesus wanted to get beyond this man’s question and chip away at the motives behind it. We start to see the man’s confident exterior crack when he responds:


			“I have carefully kept all these,” returned the young man. “What is still missing in my life?” (Matthew 19:20, PHILLIPS)


			Something was missing from this man’s life, and he was trying to make up for it by striving to be “good enough.” In Mark’s account of this story, he tells us that in this moment, “Jesus looked at [the man] and loved him” (Mark 10:21, NIV, emphasis mine). That is beautiful, isn’t it?


			Jesus loved this man just as he was, right in the middle of his mess. An idol had wedged its way into the man’s heart, and Jesus wanted to reveal it. I imagine Jesus smiling with compassion as he invites this man to sell everything he owns, give the money to the poor, and join this little rag-tag group of followers. But instead, the man “went away sad, because he had great wealth” (v. 22).


			The disciples are stunned to learn that having wealth makes it more difficult to enter the Kingdom of God. They had assumed rich people were rich because they had God’s favor. And even though we may not say it out loud, it’s easy to fall into this line of thinking. We look at someone more successful than us and wonder, “Why hasn’t God done that for me?”


			As the disciples come to grips with this new lens of viewing the world, the third thing happens. Peter sees a window of opportunity. The rich man walked away from Jesus, but Peter and his pals are on the inside track:


			Peter answered him, “We have left everything to follow you! What then will there be for us?” (Matthew 19:27, NIV)


			In other words, “Hey, if all that is true about it being so hard for rich people to enter the Kingdom, well… Look at us! We’ve got nothing! So what do we get out of this deal?!”


			I don’t want to be too hard on my friend Peter because I share his foibles. I think he was asking a sincere question, but it was tinged with an attitude of pride. Does he get anything for making the right choice to follow Jesus?


			Jesus responds by saying yes, anyone who has sacrificed for his sake will receive a reward. But the promise of a reward does not mean that those who “got in on the ground floor” will receive more than those who arrive later.


			And then, with all this hanging in the backdrop, Jesus launches into a story about vineyard workers who each get paid the same wage despite arriving at different times. As we discussed in the Introduction, parables are a way to approach a topic indirectly. In this case, Jesus uses a generous vineyard owner to talk about God’s generosity toward people.


			We may expect that those who choose to follow Jesus early in life will be given a bigger nest egg than those who wait until later. But through this parable, Jesus reveals that in God’s Kingdom, status and wealth don’t carry the same significance as they do in the world.


			
Questions to Ponder:


			Why do you think the disciples were surprised to learn that wealth doesn’t guarantee entrance into the Kingdom of God? Can you relate to Peter’s question of, “What will we get?!”


			Do the events in Matthew 19 help you see this parable in any new ways? If so, how?


		









		

			
Day 3: 
Left Out in Broad Daylight


			
Today’s Bible Reading: Matthew 20:1-16 (focus on verses 1-7)



			Jesus centers most of his parables around everyday life in the first century. They are about relatable activities—planting crops, working a vineyard, making a journey to a neighboring town. But just when you think you know where a story is going, Jesus shakes things up. He throws in something outrageous. The parables are, in a sense, divine comedies. But the “punchlines” can go over our heads because we are not immersed in the same culture.


			In the case of this parable, hiring workers for a twelve-hour shift (sunrise to sunset) was a usual practice. The wage they were paid was also realistic. For a day laborer, a denarius was enough to survive another day. But the outlandish element of this story—aside from the twist ending of equal pay—is how many laborers this vineyard owner hired.2


			The vineyard owner goes out to the marketplace five times: early morning (probably 5 a.m.), 9 a.m., noon, 3 p.m., and 5 p.m. Each time, he sees more people in need of work.


			I can imagine a scene like this playing out in a comedy movie. An eccentric businessman runs back and forth from his vineyard to the market. Each time, he brings back a group of eager, misfit workers. The song “Takin’ Care of Business” plays in the background of this montage. (Can you picture it?!)


			Finally, on his last trip, the owner wonders why people are still hanging around the market this late in the day.


			About five in the afternoon he went out and found still others standing around. He asked them, “Why have you been standing here all day long doing nothing?”


			“Because no one has hired us,” they answered.


			He said to them, “You also go and work in my vineyard.” (Matthew 20:6-7, NIV)


			“Because no one has hired us.”


			That is sad, isn’t it? These laborers weren’t unwilling to work. They were standing in the marketplace, the bustling center of town. They were overlooked and left out in broad daylight.


			Do you know anyone who has been left out in broad daylight?


			This goes beyond simply telling people about Jesus, as important as that is. Yes, we need to invite people into the grace of God. But we also need to invite people into the service of God.


			Years ago, I joined the First Impressions team at my church. (This team welcomed everyone who came to service.) It was my first time volunteering, and I felt nervous and self-conscious about my disability. The team captain was a fellow volunteer named Pat. On my first morning, Pat gave me a name tag and assigned me the role of greeter at the front door. Wow! My first day on the job and Pat put me front and center. Instead of writing me off, she saw me as someone capable of making a valuable contribution. I’ll never forget her kindness.
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