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BUT THAT’S NOT FAIR!
Matthew 20:1-16

I sure don’t see this as being very FAIR ... do YOU?  Jesus tells another parable of the kingdom 
of heaven in our gospel lesson today [Matthew shares a lot of those stories], and Jesus is basically 
saying that the guys who worked all day in the hot sun were going to get the same day’s wages as 
those who only worked for one hour!  Sure doesn’t seem very FAIR to me...  

I’d venture to bet that this is not one of Jesus’ more popular parables ... and for good reason!  
You and I were brought up in an era that values hard work and a JUST reward for that work.  The 
more you work and the more productive you are, the more you ought to get paid.  Is there any body 
out there who disagrees with that?  That sure is how the workers felt in our story, right?  
Complaining they said: “You have made them equal to US...”  Oh, the injustice of it all....

I’ve said it!  You’ve said it!  Whenever we’ve felt that someone else is getting a better deal 
than us, we felt cheated and we screamed: “BUT THAT’S NOT FAIR!” Why is it that some people seem 
to get more than they deserve ... while others get less?  It’s just not right.


Now obviously, since those who compiled the lectionary passages believe this is not one of 

those we’re supposed to label as: “Bible passages not to be taken seriously,” maybe there is some sort 
of lesson to be learned here.  Let’s take a look at the parable once more:

A landowner hired workers early in the morning and promised to pay them the “usual daily 
wage” which amounted to the minimum wage of the day – one denarius.  If you remember from 
last week’s sermon ... that amounted to about $60 in today’s economy.  Back then, as is the case 
now, that amount would hopefully get you a day’s worth of food and a roof over your family’s head.  

In the parable, the landowner then went back at nine o’clock, at noon, at three o’clock and at 
five o’clock and hired more workers ... telling them simply, “I will pay you whatever is right.”

So far, so good.  We’ve already got it figured out ... they’re going to get a pro-rated share of 
one denarius.  According to OUR standards, that would definitely be the fair way to do it.  

However, at the end of the day, the landowner has all the workers line up ... starting with the 
ones who came at five o’clock.  Holy mazolly!  He pays them a denarius ... a full day’s wage!

Still, no problem for us at this point.  If he paid one denarius for one hour’s work, then he 
must be going to pay one denarius per hour.  That would be very generous ... but fair.  But this is 
where the parable takes a twist.  As each of the workers filed by to receive their wages, he paid them 
ALL exactly the same amount ... one denarius each ... no matter how long they worked.

Can you just see the looks on their faces?  “Wow ... what’s with this?  That’s not fair!  Hey, I 
worked a whole lot longer in the hot sun than that other guy did!”  He had paid them exactly what he
had promised, but that fact didn’t seem to matter at this point.  “You have made them equal to US...”  
And the landowner replied, “Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money?  Are you 
envious because I am generous?  Take your pay and go home.”  


To learn anything from this parable, the question we have to answer is: What is missing from 

those workers lives that made them so angry? 
No, the answer is not more money...
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Well, there are a couple of things I want to mention that seem to me to be purely human 
reactions, so let’s talk about those first.

As I said, first of all, it seems to me they were merely working for PAY and not out of a sense of 
PURPOSE and dare I even say PLEASURE.


Yogi Berra was walking out of the owner’s office.  The New York Yankees were at their peak 

and had been negotiating contracts for the next year.  A group of reporters were waiting outside, 
interviewing the players, and when Yogi was spotted, one of them shouted to him, “Berra, what 
kind of contract did they give you this year?”  In his characteristically, plain-spoken style, Yogi said, 
“I’m gonna get to play baseball again next year for the Yankees, and would you believe it, they’re 
gonna keep paying me besides!”

WHAT is it that motivates YOU to do what you do?  Whether you’re employed full-time or serve 
as a volunteer here at the church or in another organization in Jacksonville; whether you work out in 
the community or around the house ... WHAT motivates you to do what you do?  If it’s money or 
recognition or the praise of others, be careful!  If what you’re doing isn’t self-satisfying and self-
fulfilling; if you don’t feel a sense of purpose or call; you probably feel stuck ... trapped ... and that’s 
when resentment and anger start to creep in, especially when someone comes along doing the 
same job and gets paid more.  You feel like those workers in our parable.  

Folks, you’ve got to enjoy what you do ... do it well to the glory of God ... and you’ve got to feel like 
you’re making a difference.  In the long run, money or recognition or praise has little to do with it.


That’s the First Thing that was missing in those worker’s lives, no enjoyment, no sense of 

purpose.  And it seems to me that another thing missing was a sense of GRATITUDE.  
Think about it.  Have you ever been out of work?  Have you ever applied for a job and gotten 

turned down?  I can tell you, it’s no fun.  Can you remember how grateful you were when you got a 
call or a letter offering you a job?  Well, what happens to that feeling of gratitude once you’re on the 
job for a while and the new wears off?  Isn’t that when we begin to complain and find fault?  If 
you’re one of those who are grateful to be employed ... you have little to complain about.  It’s when 
gratitude dissolves into routine that we become disgruntled and begrudge those who seem to have it 
better.


Can you remember your first job, how thrilled you were to make a few bucks, to receive a 

paycheck, to have money of your own?  I had my first job when I was twelve years old.  I worked 
with my grandfather delivering produce in the summer.  $1.00 a day!  Six days a week!  Great money 
back then ... I thought.  I actually stayed with grandma and grandpa during the week and they fed 
me ... that had to cost them some bucks.  I’ll never forget my first $20 bill ... I was on top of the world.  
The next year I got a raise ... $2.00 a day!  Wow!  Let me tell you, I had money, and I was proud of it!

Well, what happens to that sense of excitement as time goes by?  If you’re not careful, you’ll 
lose your enthusiasm and joy, and start to see your work, not as a chance to be fulfilled and get 
ahead, but rather as a necessary evil to be endured.  So as long as we’re GRATEFUL for the 
opportunity to serve and contribute and work, the less concerned we’re likely to be over working 
conditions or fringe benefits.

And something else about GRATITUDE: It keeps you humble when you stop to consider those 
less fortunate.  You know the old saying: “I complained because I had no shoes ... until I met a man who 
had no feet.”  The same holds true for every level of work.  Are you able to clean your house or mow 
the lawn?  Are you able to buy your groceries and pay your bills?  You realize, don’t you, that there are 
people who can’t to do any of those things.  So, for those of us who are able to work, we need to 
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remember how blessed we are ... and maybe as a result we’ll look at those less fortunate with 
compassion instead of resentment.


This brings up an interesting part of the parable we need to consider.  I’m reading between 

the lines here ... however, it’s the FIRST of TWO ways I see God’s kingdom being revealed.  
Could it be that maybe, those who were hired to work at five o’clock ... in the “eleventh 

hour” ... had been standing around all day waiting, not because they didn’t want to work or didn’t 
try to get a job, but because they were the least fit to work?  


I’ve been here for over seven years and routinely we have men who come by the church, 

asking for help late in the morning or early afternoon.  They tell me they’ve been down University 
Blvd where day laborers are hired and were not picked to go out to work ... they wanted to work, but 
were not chosen.  Now, if you were an employer and you had to choose from a group of people to 
come work with you for the day, what kind of qualities would you look for?  Obviously you would 
go with the younger, stronger, more aggressive men ... the guys who would run up to the cars and 
pickups in the street before they came to a full stop.  Older men or women couldn’t compete.  And 
so, all that would be left by mid-morning and early afternoon were those who were too old, too frail, too 
crippled or too mentally incompetent to get hired.  They are the ones who end up at our door.

Matthew starts off the parable by saying, “The kingdom of heaven is like...” What’s really 
going on in this parable is a clear distinction between human justice and God’s justice.  What we 
tend to say is that if I’ve worked hard I ought to get what I deserve for all the effort, right?  Too bad
for the other guy!  But you see, what each of us NEEDS is something far greater to God.  God’s justice
is that everyone got to work, and everyone was given what they NEEDED to feed the family.  That’s 
the point the grumbling workers missed. God’s justice is NOT based on what we deserve ... but that we 
all get what we NEED.


More than once throughout his gospel, Matthew records Jesus words defining the Kingdom 

of Heaven as something for ALL to experience ... NOBODY is left out.  This is the point of the parable ...
the problem with the workers who complained the loudest is that they missed the point that we are 
ALL in this thing together ... that our relationships, one to another, are what really matters.  

If those “all day” workers could have stopped seeing the “eleventh hour” workers as “us and 
them” and started seeing each other as “WE” ... maybe they could have understood God’s JUSTICE and 
LOVE and GRACE.


Author Timothy Thompson, in his book, How Does God Work? tells a story based on this 

parable.  It’s about two brothers and both are looking for work.  John is strong and capable; Philip is 
just as willing, but has lost a hand in an accident.  When the landowner comes, John is taken in the 
first wave of workers, and as he labors in the field he looks up the lane for some sign of Philip.  
Other workers are brought to the field, but no sign of Philip.  John is grateful to have the work, but 
feels empty knowing that Philip is just as needful as he.  

Finally, the last group of workers arrives, and Philip is among them.  John is relieved to know 
that Philip will get to work at least one hour.  But, as the story unfolds, and those who came last get 
paid a full days’ wages, John’s reaction is one of JOY, knowing that Philip ... his brother ... will have 
the money necessary to feed his family.  When it comes his turn to stand before the landowner and 
receive his pay, instead of complaining as the others, John throws out his hand and says with tears 
in his eyes, “Thank you, my lord, for what you’ve done for US today!”
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Next time you get bent out of shape when someone else gets more than he/she deserves, ask 
yourself, “What does this say about my relationship to this person?  Would I feel the same if this were my 
brother or sister or father or mother?”

Well, I suppose when it’s all said and done, we’ll always feel a little annoyed about the 
injustices we see in life and we’ll continue to blurt out: “But that’s not fair!”  And I suppose we’ll 
continue to hang on to that feeling of resentment toward those who seem to get a free ride.  Let’s 
just say it’s because we’re human, not God.  In spite of those feelings, let’s try to trust God’s justice even in 
our humanness, so that when the day comes when we’re caught short ... as one day it surely will ... there
will be grace for US as well.


The story is told of a man who died and went to heaven.  St. Peter met him at the pearly 

gates and asked to examine his qualifications.  “We have a point system,” St. Peter said, “and only 
those with enough points are allowed to enter.”

“Points?” the man asked, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
St. Peter explained, “It’s simple.  We determine how many points you have by the life you’ve 

led.  We require a hundred points to get in.  Tell me about your life, and I’ll add up your points.”
The man thought for a moment and said, “Well, let’s see.  I was a faithful member of my 

church for over forty-seven years.  I served as an elder, and I taught Sunday School.”
St. Peter said, “Very good.  You get one point.”
The man said to himself, “Oh, my!  Well, let’s see, I was a good husband and a good father.  I 

gave a tithe to the church, and I contributed to all sorts of charities.  I helped with various civic 
projects, and I served on several committees.  Doesn’t that count for anything?”

“St. Peter said, “Indeed it does.  You get another point.”
The man’s face sank, and he said, “I can see now, I’ll never make it.  The only way I’d ever get 

into this place is by the grace of God.”
St. Peter smiled and said, “And that, my friend, is worth ninety-eight points.  Welcome!”

This is what I hope you’ll get out of the sermon today:
That when the love of God reigns in our hearts, we’re brought into community with each other ...

and we experience the fullness of life, not as compensation, but as a gift of grace.
Amen and Amen.


