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MATTHEW 20:1-16  |  God’s Not Fair! 

Sunday, October 19, 2014 — Pentecost 18A 

1 “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.” !
It’s just not fair, is it?  Life hands us lemons and we yell, “It’s not fair!”  A businessman has worked in the 
company for 25 years.  He’s built up is 401K and his pension, he has the insurance benefits and the 
retirement package.  He started in the mailroom and has worked his way up to the corner office on the 
50th floor.  This man has earned what he has.  He has put in his time.  He’s been through the wringer, 
he’s been on the top of his game.  Then he shows up for work one day with a message on his desk.  His 
boss wants to see him.  His heart starts pumping, he gets sweat beads on his forehead.  “Is this the 
promotion I’ve been waiting for?” he asks himself.  As he rides the elevator up, he wonders how he’s 
going to be spending the new money he’ll receive.  He enters his boss’s office, sits down, and then 
receives the news.  “We’re going to have to let you go.”  The man’s heart drops to the floor, he can’t 
believe what he’s hearing.  All the years, the blood, sweat, and tears.  It’s not fair! 
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We see a similar situation in our text for today, don’t we?  A man who owns a vineyard goes down to 
the corner to find some workers.  As he stops the truck, he sees some men who look like they’re willing 
to work.  “Come, work for me in my vineyard, I’ll pay you $100 for the day!” he tells the men.  And they 
hop in the truck and go to work for the man.  A little later in the day, the owner decides that he needs 
more help, so he hops into his truck and drives back down to the corner.  He finds a few more willing 
workers, and tells them, “Come, work for me in my vineyard, and I’ll pay you for it!”  And so they hop in 
the truck and go and work for him.  A little later in the day, after lunch, the man decides he needs some 
more workers.  So, he hops in his truck and drives back down the corner, finds some workers, and 
brings them back to the vineyard.  Now, 5 o’clock comes around, and the workers line up to get their 
pay.  The owner reaches into his pocket and pulls out his checkbook.   The workers who were hired in 
the afternoon lined up first and the farmer writes out a check for $100.  The men who worked longer 
than these started thinking to themselves, “Wow, if they got paid $100 for two hours, imagine what my 
paycheck will look like!”  They had those dollar signs rolling through their eyes, and they were just 
imagining how much it really would be.  They made it to the front of the line and help out their hand to 
the owner.  The owner tears a check out of the checkbook, and puts it in their hands.  It was written out 
for $100.  The men who worked a full day started to complain.  “What kind of business is this?  How do 
the men who worked for 2 hours get the same pay as us, who have worked a 10 hour day?”  “Am I 
really being unfair?” the owner asks.  I hired you this morning and said I would pay you $100 to work 
for me, and you agreed.  Plus, I am the owner and the one with the money, don’t I have a right to do 
what I want with my own money?  “It’s not fair!” they scream, and they walk away. 

You go to work day after day after day, put in your hours, putting in overtime, taking ½ hour lunches, 
and promotions come and go.  Yet you don’t get picked.  This doesn’t bother you until the intern who 
has been there 6 months is your new boss.  “It’s not fair!”  You go to school and find out that you won’t 
be picked to represent your school at the rally you have been looking forward to.  Instead, they pick 
the class clown because his dad is rich and has some sway with the school.  “It’s not fair!”  You sign up 
for the free shopping trip or the shopping spree at the supermarket, and yet, it always seems like the 
people who need it most never get what they need.  It’s not fair! 

The word “fair” means to give someone what one needs or deserves. And doesn’t it seem like we don’t 
always get what we need or deserve? The rich always seems to get richer.  The poor always seem to 
get poorer.  The qualified are passed up for the unqualified and the experienced are passed up for the 
inexperienced.  It’s not fair! 

And it doesn’t just seem to happen to us either, does it?  Look back at Job.  Job believed in God.  He 
was a child of God, yet God allowed Satan to take everything he ever had, including his wife and all his 
children.  He took away all his land and cattle, and inflicted him with a horrible disease.  That’s not fair! 

Look at Abraham.  How many times was he promised that his offspring would continue the line of the 
Savior?  He prayed and he prayed, and in fact tried to take matters into his own hands.  And God 
answered his prayers and remembered his promises and gave him his son, Isaac.  Then God said, “Take 
Isaac to the top of the mountain and there you will sacrifice your son to me.”  This was Abraham’s only 
son in the line of the savior, the son that he loved, and God wanted him to kill him and sacrifice him!  
It’s not fair! 

Here we see Daniel being thrown into the lion’s den for standing up for what is right.  It’s not fair!  We 
see Joseph being thrown into jail for keeping God’s command.  It’s not fair!  We see three men in a 
fiery furnace for not bowing down to another God.  It’s not fair! 
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Life isn’t fair.  It seems like it throws us lemons around every corner and we just deserve more.  After all, 
we have been Christians longer than many people.  We should get more.  I’ve lived a better life than 
that person.  I deserve more.  If you think you deserve more, you’re right, we do.  We deserve hell!  And 
we just don’t deserve hell when we die, but we deserve it now!  The sins we commit damn us!  Our sins 
of pride, jealousy, rage, anger, hatred, immorality—these all are sins that damn us.  And we commit 
them every day.  These just aren’t a sometimes thing.  This happens everyday of all of our lives.  In fact, 
the very time of grace that we have here on this earth shouldn’t even be ours.  So, when we look at it, if 
God truly were fair, we would be in hell.  But God’s not fair! 

If there were anyone who could legitimately say, “That’s not fair!” it would be Jesus.  Jesus lived the life 
we couldn’t, Jesus died the death we should have, Jesus suffered the hell our sins deserve. Look at all 
the “unfairs" that Jesus had to endure.  He lived a perfect life, without sin, and yet Isaiah says he was 
pierced for our transgressions, that are not fair!  He didn’t harm a soul, nor did he hurt anyone by his 
words or actions, yet he was crushed for our iniquities, that’s not fair!  He bore the pain and the 
suffering that our sins deserved, the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, that’s not fair!  
His hands and his feet were pierced by nails, and his skull by a crown of thorns, yet, by his wounds we 
are healed.  That’s not fair.  Praise God that he is not fair! 

He could have easily left us for what we truly deserved.  But God is that owner of the vineyard.  Come 
to me you who are weary and burdened, I and will give you rest.  The loving words of a loving father.  I 
give you my son, who will die for you, and take your place under the punishment you deserve.  Paul 
says in Romans, “At just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly.  Very 
rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die.  
But God demonstrates his own love for us in this:  While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  This is 
unfair.  Would you be willing to die for someone else?  Maybe if they’re related to you. But what about 
a murderer, or a thief, or a rapist?  What about someone like you and me. Someone did that. When we 
were still sinners, Christ died for us.   These are the words of a loving God to the dear children he 
created.   

We rejoice with the writer to the Hebrews, when he writes, “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and 
perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him, endured the cross, scorning it’s shame, and sat 
down at the right hand of God.”  We see our suffering Lord, taking the punishment that we deserved.  
We see the “unfairs,” the “you shouldn’t haves,” the “you couldn’t haves,” and the “whys.”  We see all of 
it heaped on the shoulders of our Lord.  But most of all, we can rejoice with the angels and hear those 
voices in the empty tomb saying, “He’s not here, he’s risen!”  That’s something we don’t deserve! That’s 
God not being fair! Amen. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria! 
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