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SESSIoN 1

No FAIR!  
 KEY VERSE

“These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of 
the day and the scorching heat.” (Matthew 20:12)

 FAITH SToRY
Matthew 19:27–20:15 (The parable of the vineyard workers)

 FAITH FoCuS
Just after Jesus told a rich young man to sell his possessions in order to have treasure in heaven, Peter 
asked, “What’s in it for us, who do leave everything to follow?” Jesus responded with the parable of 
the vineyard workers.

In our relationship with God, our acceptance is not based on how hard we work. It is based purely 
on God’s desire to show us divine love. No one has more access to the love of God than another, and 
people can do nothing to earn that love. For youth, who are competing on many fronts, this parable 
can be an important insight into the unconditional quality of God’s love.

 SESSIoN GoAL
As youth approach their lives with a “get the best bang for the buck” mentality, help them confront the 
parable’s radical message of God’s unconditional love.

 TEACHING PLAN

1. FoCuS  7-8 minutes

 option A (for indoor setting):  
Ask youth to imagine that the church board has given them the task of remodeling (or decorating) 
their meeting room—for pay! The whole group receives $1,000. Give the group 3-4 minutes to gener-
ate a list about what tasks they’d want to have done (paint, rearrange furniture, new floor, etc.). Then 
pass around sign-up sheets for getting the work done. Divide the sign-up sheets in half lengthwise, 
and put headings at the top:

Have the girls sign up on one side, and the guys on the other. When someone complains about the un-
fairness of the wages, let them grumble a bit, then point out that everyone should be thankful for get-
ting paid at all for decorating their room! Then move right into the discussion on fairness in Connect. 

 materials 
needed and 
advance 
preparation

• Chalkboard/chalk or 
newsprint/markers

• Paper and pencils

• Prepare sign-up sheets 
(see Focus, Option A)

• Construction paper and 
crayons (see Respond)

• Mini-candy bars or  
mini -cookies (see  
Respond, Option B)

GIRLS
(receive $30 for every hour worked)

GUYS
(receive $30 for every 4 hours worked)

®
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 option B (for camp/retreat setting):
Choose one or more of the following tasks (or come up with one of your own) as a contest:

• whoever swims the most miles

• whoever walks/hikes the most miles

• whoever reads the most Bible verses

Announce that you will be awarding a prize (monetary, honorary, culinary) to the person who wins 
the contest. Make a big deal of the task/contest. This could even be over a period of days, all leading 
up to this session. When you give out the prize, however, award it first to the person who won the 
contest, then give the same prize to everyone else in the group. Use this to generate a discussion 
about fairness. How do the people who didn’t win the contest feel? How does the person who won 
the contest feel? 

2. CoNNECT 5-8 minutes
Ask youth about times when they have felt taken advantage of, in the area of “workload.” For in-
stance, have they ever felt they got paid less than another person did for an equal amount of work? 
Can they recall times when they were asked to do work that others didn’t have to do? How did they 
feel about that? In other words: When did you most feel, “Hey! No fair! I’m having to do all this, and they 
don’t have to do anything!” Likely such situations have occurred among siblings. Invite people to 
tell their stories. Then follow up with these questions: Is it possible to make sure that life is always fair? 
Suppose life really were strictly fair and just—everybody always got exactly what they deserved. What 
would that kind of world look like? Would anything be missing?

Shift to the next activity by saying: We all want things to be fair in this life. but even if we could guaran-
tee perfect fairness and get exactly what we deserve, we’d be missing something—the opportunity to be 
given something we DON’T deserve! Let’s find out more....

3. EXPLoRE THE BIBLE 10-12 minutes
Choose a way to designate the categories FAIR and NO FAIR! at opposite sides of the room. Then 
prepare youth to hear Matthew 19:27–20:15 by giving them a listening assignment. As you read, 
they are to make a mental note of at least one thing in the passage that they would describe as either 
FAIR or NO FAIR. After the reading they should move to one end of the room and be ready to tell 
about their FAIR/NO FAIR reaction.

Now read aloud the Bible passage. After youth move to the ends of the room, ask:

• What did you think was FAIR? NO FAIR?

• What was the point of Jesus’ story? (Possible answers: everyone is equal before God; all kinds of 
work are essentially the same in God’s eyes; divine generosity is available to all who look for it)

• What either encourages you or bothers you about this “point”?

• Is God fair or unfair in this story? Tell why you think so. Are there other words to describe how God 
acts in this parable, besides fair and unfair?  (Possible answers: merciful, graceful, generous)

Draw on the material in Insights from Scripture to summarize the basic message of the parable. 
Say something like: God is generous in ways that may strike us as “unfair”—one-hour workers get-
ting a full day’s pay! However, in our relationship with God, our acceptance is not based on how hard 
we work. It is based purely on God’s desire to show us divine love. Actually, we can be thankful that 
strict justice doesn’t prevail!

If you have time, follow up with one more discussion question: Why should we be “good workers,” 
if just about anyone will get the same “pay”?
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4. APPLY 15 minutes

 option A: Tell the group to think about raising money to go to a youth gathering. Have them 
work together to decide what they would do to raise money.

Then—as individuals, pairs, or small groups—youth should decide these three things (write them 
on the board):

• What tasks they would want done

• How they would divide up the responsibilities fairly (exactly equally, considering differences in 
strength, ability, etc.)

• How they would divide the money (i.e., who gets how much, and when?)

Circulate among the youth to answer questions and give further guidance as they work. When 
everyone has come up with some ideas, ask: WHY do you feel your plan would be a fair way to ac-
complish this work? What things could happen that might make it unfair? (For example: Some kids 
might not show up to work; others might goof off. Or some might be underpaid, even though they 
put in extra effort.) Since this work is for a special youth gathering, would it matter to you if the money 
distribution was fair or unfair? Why or why not?

 option B: If you have a sports-oriented group, enact a “generic” sports contract case. Any sports 
fan will quickly recognize the constant battle between sports superstars and their team owners to rene-
gotiate their contracts as rookies come into the league. Divide into two “teams,”  players and owners. 
Then bring up a recent case in point, with real names, if possible, which will very likely go like this:

LB.J. Superstar signed a contract three years ago for 7 million dollars over the next five years. He was 
very happy for the first two years of the contract. Now, however, management has signed Mr. Awe-
some Rookie, right out of college, for a contract of 10 million dollars over four years.

Give the “players” team up to 30 seconds to respond to the “owners.” (Mr. Superstar might say some-
thing like: “I’ve had a great two years. But Rookie hasn’t even played in the league yet! Why am I 
getting paid less? I want a new contract.”)

Then give the “owners” up to 30 seconds to respond. (This might go something like: “Hey, you liked 
the contract when you signed it. It was fair and generous. And a contract is a contract, so abide by it 
and like it. What we do with other players is none of your business.”)

Then discuss:  How is this sports contract conflict like, and unlike, what happens in Jesus’ parable?

5. RESPoND 5-10 minutes

 option A: Make “Grace in My Life” statements. Hand each person a piece of construction paper, 
and make crayons or markers available. Invite everyone to make an artistic acrostic (ready to decorate 
the walls) with the three initials of their first, middle, and last names. Stipulate that the statements must 
be about things in their life, or about them, that indicate the workings of God’s grace. For example:

G = God’s child

A = Always forgiven

W = Wonderful friends

Hang the Grace Acrostics on the walls and offer a closing prayer.

  
LOOK 
AHEAD
For the next session, 
develop a list of injuries 
that might come into 
an emergency room. 
In advance, contact a 
nurse or doctor in your 
congregation and ask them 
to arrange your list in a 
triage order (see the triage 
explanation in Session 2). 
Also, make homemade 
transfer ink (Respond, 
Option B).
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 INSIGHTS FRom SCRIPTuRE
Just after Jesus spoke to the rich young man (in Matt. 19:16-26), Peter piped up, “We have left every-
thing and followed you! What then will we have?” If giving up earthly riches was the requirement, 
then surely the disciples easily qualified for the maximum reward.

So Jesus told his disciples a story, using commonplace props, to help them see that God’s favor can-
not be earned. In the parable of the vineyard workers (found only in Matthew), God’s love is given 
freely and unconditionally to all who present themselves.

 THE ECCENTRIC FARmER
In the Middle East, grapes normally ripened at the end of September and the rains came soon 
after—heavy rains that could devastate the entire crop. It was a race to get the harvest in. The vine-
yard owner went to the labor pool at 6 a.m. (sunrise, or the first hour, in the Jewish way of reckon-
ing). He went again at 9 a.m., noon, 3 p.m., and 5 p.m., looking for anyone willing to work, for any 
length of time.

When it came time to disperse the pay, the last paid naturally expected more, since they had seen 
the other workers receiving a full day’s wage. Yet—surprise!—the owner’s heart was apparently 
touched. Or maybe he was “touched in the head.” Obviously, one hour’s worth of pay wouldn’t feed 
a worker’s family, and the owner proved to be generous to those who worked a partial day, even as 
little as an hour.

 IDENTIFYING THE CoNNECTIoNS
Though a parable typically makes only one main point, we can make certain figurative connections 
in this way:

• Hours = measures of accomplishment

• Field = Heaven

• Landowner = metaphor for God

• Marketplace = labor pool (the lowest class of workers, whose daily lives were more precarious 
than even slaves, who at least had some connection to a family)

 option B: For a snack, tell people you are going to hand out mini-candy bars (or, for a larger 
group, use mini-cookies). Let youth watch you take out a grocery bag and count out (loudly and care-
fully) the same amount of bars or cookies as the number of group members. Lay the pieces out on a 
table, and then say: “Starting with (name of a youth), come get your snack.”

When “Sue” takes only one of the pieces (because you’ve counted out the same number as the number 
of people in the group), let her know that her portion is the whole amount placed on the table. Then, one 
at a time, give everyone else that same number of pieces.

Close by offering a prayer of thanks for God’s surprising gace!
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The most intriguing question of identity is, of course, Who are the workers? Bible scholars raise at 
least three possible interpretations:

1. The groups represent a progression of generations in God’s salvation history, with Christians 
or Gentiles symbolized as the eleventh-hour workers.

2. The different worker groups signify the different stages of life when people come to belief.

3. The workers are a symbol of the development of the Christian church. The older churches are 
the early morning workers and younger churches are the later arrivals.

As interesting as it may be to speculate on such symbols, it is vastly more important to grasp the 
point Jesus was making about the nature of God.

 WHAT IS GoD LIKE?
God is not “fair.” Regardless of whether you and your group identify with the “early” workers or the 
“late” workers, this parable hits hard. Issues of “fairness” can wrench our stomachs. It’s hard to swal-
low the idea that God could give equal pay for unequal labor. It’s the same issue the elder brother 
had to deal with in the story of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11-32)—”Why should I work my tail off 
and never get offered a party, when my no-account brother, who only lately showed any family 
loyalty, gets the fatted calf?”

But neither the boys’ father nor the vineyard owner was a stingy tyrant abusing his workers. The 
issue of fairness in these cases was that both the father and the owner were being too fair. What a 
wake-up call to the older brother! What a twist on an old labor-versus- owners story! And how did 
the father respond? “You’ve always had access to me and to my wealth. Why do you begrudge your 
brother my love?” People believe God gives out grace, but perhaps they’d like to see God give it out 
sparingly, “fairly,” and according to their own ideas of deserving.

 DIVINE GENERoSITY
Is the point then that everyone is equal before God? Or that all kinds of work for God are essentially 
the same? Perhaps. But it seems better to focus on something even more basic: God goes beyond 
the normal conventions of fairness—divine generosity is available to all who look for it. This may 
indeed strike us as radical, perhaps even “unfair.” But could we survive if it were any other way? For 
all of us have “become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth” (Is. 
64:6) and “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23). Thank God that divine love 
is radically generous. Those who give their whole lives to God receive divine generosity and com-
panionship all that time. And those who come later are invited in with the same promises and love.




