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“You Have Made Them Equal to Us”—Blog  25 September 2020 
 
Read the Scripture Lesson: Matthew 20:1-16 
 
Text: “You have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.”  
 
 “That’s not fair.” There are few parents, living or dead, who have not heard these words 
if they have multiple children: “That’s not fair. He got two cokes and a candy bar and I only 
got one coke and a candy bar.” The search for human justice and equity is forever with us. 
We hear it from labor unions, we hear it from the schools, we hear it in homes, churches, and 
service clubs around the nation. They got more than we did. If we are in tune with our 
culture, then we know the pain of this Matthew text. It is patently unfair, especially when 
we pride ourselves on equity and justice. This parable exposes our contemporary sense—
although it must have been around since the time of Cain and Able—that other people have 
gotten more than we have and that we have not gotten what we deserve. 

Jesus’ parable is not simple and indeed it is highly nuanced, but we can relate it with a 
certain economy. Jesus compares the kingdom of heaven to a landowner who goes out at 
various times of the day (6:00, 9:00, 12:00, 3:00, and 5:00) to hire laborers for his vineyard. 
Then, at the close of the business day, the landowner pays all the workers the same amount.  
Those who had worked longer (and, from their point of view, harder, no doubt) were quite 
upset when the paymaster doled out “the cash.” They got what they had agreed on, but the 
workers grumbled when they saw the others who had worked far less time, accepting the 
same amount. It was not fair. 
 Of course, this story is not about how to run a business or about any legislation 
regarding labor versus management or the like. No, it is simply a story about grace in the 
kingdom of heaven told to the disciples by Jesus. It is a parable that emphasizes the 
mysterious pronouncement on Jesus’ lips to initiate the parable (19:30) and to end it (20:16). 
The pronouncement: “But many who are first will be last, and the last will be first.” If you 
are perpetually last, then the statement about first and last becomes a word of hope. 
Accustomed as you might be to always being at the front of the line, then Jesus’ statement 
transforms grace into something slightly capricious—and it is not fair. 
 The indignity of the parable appears intentional. If Jesus were shrewd, he would have 
had the paymaster pay the early workers first and got them on their way to “Miller Time.” I 
remember many occasions when my teachers forbade the pupils in our class the comparison 
of grades. They said, “It is your business alone and you do not need to know what grades 
others got.” It worked then and still does.  
 The parable’s climax comes when the text tells us that “when the first came, they 
thought they would receive more; but each of them also received the usual daily wage.” And 
worse; they knew it. They began to compare themselves to those who had worked less, but 
whose compensation was as those who had “borne the burden of the day and the scorching 
heat.” The way the landowner had his servant pay the workers one might think he was 
trying to create controversy. He wanted them to notice. This is Jesus’ point about grace and 
the kingdom of heaven. Grace is grace—not wages! The owner makes this clear by reminding 
the early workers that he had done for them exactly as he promised to do. They got what 
they had signed on to receive—no more, no less. But the landowner has more ruses! He tells 
the early workers to take what is theirs and leave. On their way, he shouts out in a friendly, 
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but firm voice, “Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you 
envious because I am generous?” This rhetorical question must have stung and certainly 
those on the way out would not have come up with a suitable answer. 
 
 The sting of this parable is still with us. Every time it comes up in a Bible study or a 
lectionary study group, whether lay persons or clergy, we thoroughly disliked it to the 
extreme—or we find the parable absolutely perplexing. My guess is the only people who like 
the message of this parable are people who feel like 5:00 pm. people—yet most of us visualize 
ourselves as 6:00 am. people when we read the parable. If we could tell the truth, focusing on 
the workers essentially misses the point of the parable that I think Jesus is trying to make.  

As stated earlier, this parable is not a blueprint on how to run a business, nor is it about 
how management can increase productivity and make workers happy. Rather, the focus of 
this parable is on God’s grace. We take possession of God’s love and mercy not as an 
entitlement but out of God’s compassion and loving-kindness (in Hebrew: hesed). Although 
grace would seem a lucrative arrangement that everyone would quickly welcome, it is not 
that way with us much of the time. We demonstrate our trouble receiving unmerited favor 
when we say out of our pride, for example, “Please, God, I would rather do it myself.”  
 One of several of Jesus’ points in this parable is that God gives people (workers) what 
they need, not necessarily what they think they deserve. The parable is about the wondrous 
generosity of God, not only to us, but to all people—early or late. It is this kind of grace that 
gives people hope that it is never too late to show up to work in the vineyard. With God, no 
one is too late—at least until 5:00.  

So, the next time you hear the words “That’s No Fair” used in conjunction with God’s 
mercy toward those who are latecomers, remember it is still God’s kingdom. It is easy for us 
to grumble to ourselves and others in the church when newcomers arrive at a late hour. They 
might be recovering alcoholics, ex-convicts, or “people who are simply different,” but they 
too are part of the people of God, if they want a relationship with the Almighty. Such 
resentment on our part, for our long hours and hard work perhaps, we can overcome by 
fixing our gaze on the goodness of God who is generous to all.  
 
 
Sincerely, your friend, 
David Mosser 
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