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Pentecost 16 Matthew 20 “That’s Not Fair!” Sept 20 2020 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing unto 

You, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen! 

That’s not fair! We hear our children say that from an early age. We say that 

ourselves on occasion as adults. We think it about our God.  

As children, we frequently perceive things as being unfair…sometimes rightly, 

sometimes wrongly. Children think that it’s not fair that the older ones get to stay 

up longer than the younger ones. Children think it’s unfair that they have to go to 

school, or not go to school. They think it’s unfair that they can’t eat ice cream 

with every meal. They think it’s unfair that they have chores. 

The Bible has a lot in it that seems unfair.  

Was it fair that God chose Abraham out of all the people to become the father of 

His chosen people? Was it fair that Sarah was childless until 90 years old? Was it 

fair that God asked Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, even though he did not have to go 

through with it? 

Was it fair that God chose the younger son, Jacob, to receive the inheritance from 

Isaac instead of the older son, Esau? 

Was it fair that God allowed Joseph to be sold into slavery by his brothers and to 

be separated from his family for over twenty years? 

Was it fair that Job lost everything, including his children before the Lord restored 

him? 

Was it fair that John the Baptist prepared the way for the Lord and then lost his 

head before he could see Jesus come into His glory? 

Was it fair that Saul, the persecutor of Christians, was spared and made to be 

Paul, the greatest of the Apostles? Was it fair that this got him killed? 

Was it fair that the only innocent man since Adam and Eve fell into sin, Jesus the 

Christ, was abandoned, reviled, beaten, crucified and died for the very people 

who hated or abandoned him? 
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You get the point, right? Maybe fairness isn’t what we should expect. Maybe 

fairness is not what we would want. It certainly is not what Saul wanted when he 

was on his back facing the Lord.  

If we talk about going to heaven, most Christians would say something about 

having to believe in Jesus, confessing our sins, or having faith in Christ. But the 

truth is, to go to heaven, we must all die. We are all rather good at that. Jesus will 

take care of the rest. I don’t want to downplay confession, but if we understand 

even that good thing as if it’s a purchase of God’s favor, we have completely 

missed this point. But if we confess grace, real grace, then our salvation is utterly 

outside of our purchasing power; it is a result of God’s decision, God’s action, 

God’s motive, purely without respect to me. 

 

God does not work on a pay as you go system, - thank God. It may seem unfair to 

us, but he has filled Scripture and his church with marvelous examples of how He 

does do this. This is in fact, what the whole set of parables is about, this is why he 

has carefully maintained these books of the Bible for us, they are a record not of 

human wisdom but of God’s great grace for us. Whether it is God still loving the 

grumbling Israelites or turning a Saul into a Paul, God just does things differently 

than we do.  

As we look at today’s parable, the one thing that really seems to bother us is the 

treatment of the workers. It all seems so unfair. We have these men that worked 

all day in the hot sun only to receive the exact same pay as the workers that only 

worked one hour. It just seems like something is not right here. I think what really 

bothers us is not the treatment of these workers, but our potential treatment by 

God, because we realize that this is a parable about the way God calls us by His 

grace. In the back of our minds, we feel we that are the ones who worked in 

God’s vineyard all day. We are asking ourselves the question, "Is this fair?" Are we 

hard-working Christians going to be treated like these workers, these Johnny 

come lately’s? Is the man who lives a life of sin who converts on his death bed 

going to get the same reward that we are?  
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Will there be Charles Manson’s and Jeffery Dahmer’s getting the same benefits 

we worked so hard to receive? Surely, we must warrant at least a higher ranking 

in heaven? Maybe on a tropical island with the Apostle Paul or Moses. Surely, we 

life-long Christians deserve more. And this is the very argument of the workers in 

the vineyard. 

Is it fair to pay these men that only worked an hour the same thing we, who 

worked all day are getting paid? The land owner’s response is very interesting. He 

answered, "Friend, I am doing you no wrong. You agreed with me on a denarius, 

didn’t you? Don’t I have the right to do as I please with what is mine?" And the 

land owner is technically right, He gave the workers the amount that they agreed 

on. But this is not how we think. But this is the way God deals with us. God’s 

reward system is not our own. God’s system of reward is not based on personal 

accomplishments or hard work, but based on love. God, in His mercy, promised us 

a reward and that reward is eternal life. This reward is not something we earn but 

it is a free gift.  

As Paul says in Romans 4, "Therefore the promise is by faith that it might come to 

us as a free gift [by grace], so that the promise might be sure to all descendants, 

not only to those who live by the Law but also to those who only believe as 

Abraham did." God made His rewards available to all. His rewards are available 

through faith in Christ Jesus. He set up the system, so that everyone that believes 

in His only begotten Son will not perish but have everlasting life. 

The main reason this reward system seems so unfair is that we have no control 

over it. We can’t work hard and receive our rewards, because Christ did it all for 

us. He paid the price that we could never pay. He gave up his very life on the cross 

in order for us to receive all of God’s promised rewards. The greatest reward of all 

is eternal life with God our Father. 

However, God does not stop here. He set up the system so that it is not 

dependent on us having to come to Him. He comes to us. Just as in this parable, 

the Lord invites us into His kingdom. He comes out and recruits us. Some of us 

were recruited early; about the third hour.  
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We were baptized as infants and became one of God’s children. For others it took 

God coming to us a little later in life. And for others it will take God until the 

eleventh hour to bring them into the kingdom. But, nevertheless, we will be 

there. God made us a promise and God never gives up on us. He has called us by 

his grace to be His own. Whether we are "the first or the last" we all receive the 

same reward: eternal life.  

So, is this fair? Not by human standards, no. This is the very reason Paul said in I 

Cor. 1:23, "For the Jews ask for miraculous signs and the Greeks look for wisdom, 

but we preach a crucified Christ. To the Jews this is a stumbling block and to the 

Greeks it is foolishness, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, He is 

Christ, God’s power and God’s wisdom." This is proof that God’s ways are not our 

ways. For those whom God has called this message of faith is the power that 

saves and wisdom for salvation. This message of faith is that Christ loved us so 

much that He stretched out His arms and suffered and died on Calvary’s cross for 

our sins. God showed us grace in the form of His only Son, who has redeemed us 

with His own precious blood. 

This might not satisfy our need for a reason or an explanation for what we see. 

But for the one who believes, the kingdom really needs no explanation, for the 

one who does not believe, there is no explaining this.  

You see, nothing is fair. Fair is the wrong word. God does not deal with us fairly 

and it is a good thing. We should be thankful God did not give us what we 

deserved. The word we are looking for is grace. The question should be "What is 

grace?" And the answer is: it is that "undeserved love" that God has shown us 

through the death and resurrection of His only Son Jesus Christ. As it is written 

in John 1:17, "For the Law was given through Moses, but grace and truth came 

through Jesus Christ." God did what He pleased with that which was His. He 

decided to save us. We can now go out into the biggest mission field, "the world", 

with the joy and assurance that we have been chosen by God to work in his 

kingdom.  
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This graceful love, is not hinged on our meriting it in the least; it is the great 

bulwark of our joy. God loves us, despite ourselves, and so no matter what we 

have done or said, he still loves us. No matter what the world may throw at us, no 

matter what the world takes away from us, it cannot take this away from us: God 

loves you and me. And that makes our lives valuable, much more valuable than 

the world can understand.  

This graceful, joyful relationship we are given to have with Jesus is the beginning 

of our new creation. God does not need our money or our time particularly. We 

are purchasing nothing, but He is making room for my grubby little gifts in his 

kingdom and He delights in us as His unique creations. Our pictures are on God’s 

refrigerator. Not in fairness, but in grace, mercy, and love! 

So, we are not called to compare ourselves with others. The Holy Spirit calls us by 

the Gospel, enlightens us with His gifts, gathers, sanctifies and keeps us in the 

true faith that we may fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfector of our faith. 

Fair? NO! Better than fair is His grace and promises of new life that fulfill our 

every expectation. 

May the love of God and the grace of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and the 

power of the Holy Spirit abide in you to life everlasting. Amen! 


