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Once Upon a Parable: That’s Not Fair 
Bible: Matthew 20:1-16, 5:3-10 
The Big Idea: Who is the Kingdom for? It is for the people you would least expect, even you 
and me. 

 
If you were hired to work a full day, you would expect to get paid according to the time you worked. 
So if you were hired near the end of the day, you would expect to get paid less than those who had 
been working the whole day, right? This just makes sense. But this isn’t how God operates. This isn’t 
how grace works. We expect fairness, but grace is unexpected.  
 
Grace is letting someone in who is late. Grace is forgiving someone who deserves punishment. 
Grace pays the bill when we can’t afford it. Grace is a gift, a surprise. It is so easy to miss out on that 
gift, thinking we have to earn and earn. But really, we don’t actually deserve anything. Because it’s all 
a gift. Life is a gift, and we can live into that gift, we can live into the Kingdom, here and now by 
receiving God’s grace. Grace is for the greatest and the least, the expected and the unexpected. 
Because God cares about everyone, even the least important. So, who is the Kingdom for? The 
people you’d least expect.  
 
Last week we started exploring the Kingdom that Jesus talks about. This Kingdom is like a mustard 
seed that grows and grows and grows into a wild bush. This Kingdom is like yeast that spreads 
through dough, causing it to rise and grow. This Kingdom is like a yawn, spreading to everyone in the 
room. This Kingdom is like a YouTube video, going around the world until everyone and their 
grandma has seen it. This Kingdom is like a drop of food coloring in a glass of water, spreading 
through it all and changing every bit of it. This Kingdom is like bacon cooking, a smell and sound that 
fill the room and the whole house, drawing everyone to its succulent sizzle. 
 
And today we are going to look at a story Jesus tells about this Kingdom: a story about a vineyard, 
the people who work in it, and the landowner. 
 
The Vineyard, Matthew 20 
 

For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire 
laborers for his vineyard. After agreeing with the laborers for the usual daily wage, he sent 
them into his vineyard. 

 
Before we go any further we need to know what the “usual daily wage” is. They don’t use dollars or 
Euros where Jesus was from. They used money called “denarius.” How many do you think was the 
“usual daily wage?”  A “usual daily wage” was one denarius. One denarius was the largest someone 
would get for working a full day. This was what they agreed to; this was the “usual daily wage.” Ok, 
back to the story. 
 

When he went out at nine o’clock he saw others standing idle in the marketplace; and he said 
to them, “You also go into the vineyard and I will pay you whatever is right.” 
 

How much was he going to pay them? 
 

So they went. When he went out again about noon and about three o’clock he did the same. 
And about five o’clock he went out and found others standing around, and he said to them, 
“Why are you standing her idle all day?” They said to him, “Because no one has hired us.” He 
said to them, “You also go to into the vineyard.” When evening came, the owner of the 
vineyard said to his manager, “Call the laborers and give them their pay, beginning with the 
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last and then going to the first.” When those hired at about five o’clock came, each of them 
received the usual daily wage. 

 
And how much is the “usual daily wage”? 
 

Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but each of them also 
received the usual daily wage. And when they received it they grumbled against the 
landowner, saying, “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.” But he replied to one of them, 
“Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage? Take 
what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I gave to you. Am I not 
allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am so 
generous?” So the last will be first, and the first will be last. 

 
Now let’s recap what just happened. The landowner hires a crew to work in the vineyard. He starts 
hiring early in the morning, agreeing to pay them the “usual daily wage” which is how much? Or for 
right now we’ll call it 100 Monopoly dollars. Then he keeps hiring people, at 9 o’clock, noon, 3 o’clock, 
and 5 o’clock, telling them they will be paid “whatever is right.” 
 
And then when it comes time to pay them, he starts with the last, the workers hired at 5 o’clock. And 
he pays them the “usual daily wage” or for our retelling, 100 Monopoly dollars.  
 
When the early workers saw that the five o’clock workers were paid this much, they became excited, 
thinking how much more they would get paid. But as it turned out, everyone was paid the same 
amount.  
 
And so it’s no surprise that the early workers complained a bit, thinking they deserved to be paid 
more. But the landowner said, “Friend, I am doing you no wrong.  Are you envious because I am so 
generous?” This is a story where the last will be first, and the first will be last. This is a story about the 
kingdom of God. 
 
Fantastic Unexpectedness 
This is a story about the Kingdom of God. And it is a story about fantastic unexpectedness  
 
Do you think the five o’clock workers expected to be paid first? And do you think they expected to be 
paid a full day’s wage? They worked the least but they were paid the same as everyone else, the 
largest payment someone would get for working a full day. This landowner only knows how to give 
one kind of payment, and it is the largest one possible. And apparently, this gift is for everyone. This 
is what the landowner meant by “whatever is right.” This is a fantastic unexpectedness. 
 
This would be like your dad asks your brother to shovel the driveway. When your brother is almost 
finished, he asks you to go out and help him. When you and your brother come inside, your dad pays 
you both $10. It’s unexpected because you would expect that you’d get less than your brother, and 
it’s fantastic because you just got the same amount for doing a lot less!” That is a fantastic 
unexpectedness too. 
 
And this is a picture of the kingdom of God. It is a kingdom of fantastic unexpectedness. God’s 
kingdom doesn’t start with the best or the first, but it starts with the least and the last. Earlier in the 
gospel of Matthew, Jesus tells a sermon where he says this. 
 

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Matthew 5:3 



Copyright - PreteenMinistry.net 

This Kingdom, according to Jesus, is full of fantastic unexpectedness. It is for everyone, including the 
people you would least expect. It is for the people who are passed over, picked last, not good 
enough, not wanted, not trusted, the people who aren’t the fastest or strongest, the people who don’t 
have the name brand clothes or the newest cell phones or video games. This kingdom is for 
everyone, especially the people you would least expect. 
 
Divine Unfairness 
This is a kingdom of fantastic unexpectedness. But not everyone thought this unexpectedness was 
fantastic. How do you think the early workers felt about this? 
 
To them it wasn’t fantastic, but completely unfair. But this is also a kingdom of divine unfairness 
 
We often live in a “fair” world, where you get what you deserve. The bigger crime deserves the 
greater punishment. Good grades and obedience equal bigger allowance. Hard work equals the best 
reward. But that’s not how God’s kingdom works. God’s kingdom is a kingdom of divine unfairness. 
God’s kingdom is a kingdom of grace. 
 
Grace says, “you don’t deserve it, but I’ll give it to you anyway.” Grace says, “I know it doesn’t seem 
fair, but I don’t live in that world.” Grace says, “It’s all a gift.” Grace is all about divine unfairness. 
When people always “get what they deserve” someone is always miserable. But when live in a world 
of divine unfairness, a world of grace, the least become the greatest, the last become first, and the 
lost are found. 
 
And this is the kingdom of God. It is the kingdom that God gives to each of you. You don’t deserve it. 
It is completely unexpected. And it is completely unfair. But it is for you – all of you. Because it’s all a 
gift. 
 
What do you need to receive today? What “grace” do you need? And what “grace” can you give to 
others? 
 
QUESTIONS 
 

 How would you feel if you were the “all day” workers in the story? What if you were the last 
workers hired? 

 Why do we often think things must be “fair”? 
 What would happen if God lived in a world of “fairness” instead of “divine unfairness”? 
 How can you extend God’s grace to someone else? How has God’s grace been extended to 

you? 
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Real Good Thing by the Newsboys 
 

When we don't get what we deserve 

That's a real good thing 

When we get what we don't deserve 

That's a real good thing 

Born to sin 

And then get caught 

All our good deeds 

Don't mean squat 

Sell the Volvo 

Shred the Visa 

Send the cash to Ma Teresa 

Great idea 

The only catch is 

You don't get saved 

On merit badges 

When we don't get what we deserve 

Doctor's coming 

Looking grim 

"Do you have a favorite hymn?" 

Check your balance through the years 

All accounts are in arrears 

Guilt is bitter 

Grace is sweet 

Park it here 

On the mercy seat 

When we don't get what we deserve 
Source: LyricFind 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rS1RX1Q9yBw 

 

https://www.google.com/search?rlz=1C1GCEU_enUS898&sxsrf=ALeKk03kAr-ssAk5kiLqyyGqRaNEhW5Y6Q:1587424945161&q=Newsboys&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLUz9U3MM4xNrdcxMrhl1penJRfWQwA5zeeFBgAAAA&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj1wdrfkvjoAhUClKwKHUl-D7kQMTAAegQIDBAF
https://www.lyricfind.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rS1RX1Q9yBw

