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Matthew 20:1-16 “For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire workers for 
his vineyard. 2 He agreed to pay them a denarius for the day and sent them into his vineyard. 3 “About nine in the morning 
he went out and saw others standing in the marketplace doing nothing. 4 He told them, ‘You also go and work in my 
vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.’ 5 So they went. “He went out again about noon and about three in the 
afternoon and did the same thing.6 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?’ 7 “‘Because no one has hired us,’ they 
answered. “He said to them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard.’ 8 “When evening came, the owner of the vineyard 
said to his foreman, ‘Call the workers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last ones hired and going on to the 
first.’ 9 “The workers who were hired about five in the afternoon came and each received a denarius. 10 So when those 
came who were hired first, they expected to receive more. But each one of them also received a denarius. 11 When they 
received it, they began to grumble against the landowner. 12 ‘These who were hired last worked only one hour,’ they said, 
‘and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and the heat of the day.’ 13 “But he 
answered one of them, ‘I am not being unfair to you, friend. Didn’t you agree to work for a denarius? 14 Take your pay 
and go. I want to give the one who was hired last the same as I gave you. 15 Don’t I have the right to do what I want with 
my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous?’ 16 “So the last will be first, and the first will be last.” 
 

God’s not fair 
 
God’s not fair!  Have you said that?  Thought that?  Heard that?  When a loved one has a stroke and is being kept 

alive by tubes and wires, what do people say?  “It’s not fair!”  Of course, they mean God’s not fair.  A 97-year-old lady 
lies in a nursing home while a young child is killed by a car.  Both the 97-year-old and the child’s parents cry out, “God’s 
not fair!”  The old lady wonders why God won’t take her and the parents of that dead child ask why God would let this 
happen to their baby.  God’s not fair.   

That’s what Job finally concluded.  You know the story of Job.  He had a nice life, a great life.  He had wealth, land, 
crops, herds and family.  But Satan complained to God that the only reason Job was such a faithful believer is because 
God put a hedge around him.  God made his life nice.  Take it away, Satan urged, and Job wouldn’t be so strong in his 
faith.   

To prove Job’s faith, God let Satan afflict him.  In one day he lost everything:  crops, herds and even his children.  But 
Job remained faithful.  Then God allowed Satan to take Job’s health.  Even then Job held on to his faith.  But after his 
friends implied that there was some hidden sin in Job’s life or that his faith was just an outward show, Job was driven to 
the conclusion, God’s not fair.   

Job said, “Why do the wicked live on, growing old and increasing in power? 8 They see their children established 
around them, their offspring before their eyes. 9 Their homes are safe and free from fear; the rod of God is not on them. 
. . One person dies in full vigor, completely secure and at ease, 24 well nourished in body, bones rich with marrow. 
25 Another dies in bitterness of soul, never having enjoyed anything good. 26 Side by side they lie in the dust, and 
worms cover them both.” (Job 21:7-9, 23-26) 

God’s not fair.   
Isn’t that what Jesus is teaching in this parable?  When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, 

‘Call the workers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last ones hired and going on to the first.’ 9 “The workers 
who were hired about five in the afternoon came and each received a denarius. 10 So when those came who were hired 
first, they expected to receive more.   

You could almost see the dollar signs in their eyes.  At the end of a workday that had begun shortly after dawn it was 
time to be paid.  Fatigue gave way to excitement when those who worked all day saw that those who worked just an 
hour were collecting a full denarius.  They immediately began making some calculations, figuring perhaps that because 
they had worked twelve hours, they would be paid twelve denarii.   

But each one of them also received a denarius. 
Look how the workers are treated.  Some men worked 12 hours and others worked only about an hour.  Yet they 

received the same pay!  Is that fair?   



Imagine you work for Apple.  On Friday afternoon a memo comes out to all employees nationwide.  All wages will be 
the same for all employees.  The janitors, the administrative assistants, the engineers, the vice-presidents will all receive 
exactly the same pay.  How do you think people would react to that?  I imagine many would be looking for another job!   

But that’s exactly the situation in this parable.  Some workers worked long and hard; others not so much.  But they 
all received the same pay.  That doesn’t seem fair.  And this is a picture of the kingdom of heaven, Jesus tells us.  In other 
words, God’s not fair! 

That’s the way some of those workers felt.  ‘These who were hired last worked only one hour,’ they said, ‘and you 
have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and the heat of the day.’  This scene at the vineyard 
pay window has an unfortunate parallel in the Christian church.  How easy it is to look over the row and see what others 
are doing and covet their positions in the vineyard.  The position God has given you at this moment seems so hard.  
Remember when your days were easier?  You sweat, you toil, your arms ache, the sun is hot.  Yes, you struggle, you who 
are living without a loved one.  Yes, you struggle you who are praying for children who have forgotten the Lord.  Yes, you 
struggle with a marriage partner who is not holding up his/her end.  Yes, you struggle to live for Christ when there are so 
many unconverted at your job. 

How easy it is to slip into a mercenary spirit when it comes to the church.  It is so easy to become jealous of others.  
We wish we had their job, their life.  We may think that we have suffered more than others – and maybe we have – we 
have done more than others for the kingdom, we have sacrificed more than others for the kingdom.  And it doesn’t 
seem fair! 

So, like Job, we begin to question God’s fairness.  We challenge God’s mercy for a man who led a life of open sin and 
suddenly in his later years comes to know his Savior.  We see that and we think, “God’s not fair!”   

“But he answered one of them, ‘I am not being unfair to you, friend. Didn’t you agree to work for a denarius? 14 Take 
your pay and go.  They worked for a denarius; they received a denarius.  What is unfair about that?  But what seems 
unfair is that others work less or very little and get the same.  And that leads us to ask ourselves why we are working in 
the kingdom?  Are we working for a reward?  Are we working out of love for ourselves or out of love for our Lord?  Tell 
me, what did you do yesterday to deserve to be given the gift of life today?  What did you do yesterday that was so good 
that you deserved to live today?  To wake up, brush your teeth, have breakfast, see your family, come to church, being 
with nice people?  What did you do yesterday that you deserve to be alive today? 

You know the answer.  And you know that’s what the point of the parable is.  It’s not about fairness, but about 
grace.   

God’s not fair.  But if God were fair, we would all be in hell right now!  God’s not fair.  God is love.  Paul once said, 
“There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” (Romans 3:23)  We are all equally sinners.  
We are all equally deserving of God’s wrath.  But, we are all equally forgiven in the cross of Christ.  Paul goes on in 
Romans, “and all are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.” (Romans 3:24) 
God’s not fair.  He punished his Son for our sins so that we could be justified, forgiven through his blood.  That’s not fair; 
that’s grace. 

Jesus told this parable in response to a question by Peter.  “Peter answered him, ‘We have left everything to follow 
you! What then will there be for us?’” (Matthew 19:27)  Jesus was warning his disciples and us about a mercenary spirit 
in the Church.  Examine your attitude.  Do you think you are better because you do a lot of work in the kingdom?  You 
teach Sunday School, water flowers, clean the church and more.  Do we think that makes us a better Christian than 
others?   

Luther says, “Really, we ought to spit on ourselves and become angry with ourselves for being such wretched folk 
that we insist on justice instead of the grace which is offered.” (Quoted in Meditations February 6, 1969) Let’s see that 
service in the kingdom is a privilege and a blessing.  We don’t serve because we decided to, because we are such morally 
and spiritually superior people than the rest.  We serve by grace alone.  We are believers in Jesus by grace alone.  We 
will be in heaven by grace alone.  Whatever we do now in his kingdom is by grace alone.   

What we need are spiritual “blinders” similar to the blinders worn by a horse pulling a wagon.  The blinders prevent 
the horse from being distracted by sights at his sides.  Let’s put on blinders so that we are not comparing ourselves to 
others.  Let’s put on blinders so that we don’t look for reward.  Let’s put on blinders and just serve in whatever way God 
calls us to serve him.  And be thankful for the privilege of being able to serve.   

Will our work be the same as someone else?  No.  Will our suffering or our loss be the same as someone else?  No.  
God’s not fair.   Let’s stop worrying about fairness and thank God for his grace. 

 


