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The god of Fairness 

 

The Word of the Lord from Matthew 20: “I choose to give to this last worker as I give to you.” 
This is the Word of the Lord. 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 

 
I. The Unfair Vineyard Owner 

“It‟s not fair!” That‟s the problem that the workers have in our parable. Some of them have 

worked a twelve-hour day—others nine, six or three hours. Some have only worked one hour in the 
vineyard. Now, when the day got started and the vineyard owner made his first hire, he made the 

standard deal of a denarius: in other words, a day‟s work for a day‟s pay. At the end of the day, the 
workers line up, starting with the ones who just got there an hour before closing time. A ripple of 

excitement spreads through the line: the guys who worked one hour got a full day‟s pay: that‟s not a bad 

deal for those workers at all, and it seems like this vineyard owner is rolling in dough and feeling awfully 
generous today. If the guys who worked one hour get a denarius, shouldn‟t the guys who worked twelve 

hours get twelve denarii each? That would be the simple calculation, though the scale may vary a little. 
At any rate, the guys who worked the full twelve hours should expect to get more than the guys who 

stumbled in an hour ago.  
 

It‟s only fair.  

 
But when the full-day workers get to the pay table, they each get a denarius too. That‟s when 

the grumbling begins. It‟s not fair: they‟ve done all the hard work all day long, and they‟re treated no 
better than the guys who just showed up. The vineyard owner seemed like a nice-enough guy all day 

long, but now he‟s a dirty, rotten jerk.  

 
You know what‟s going to happen tomorrow, don‟t you? The parable doesn‟t say, but you know 

what‟s going to happen. When the vineyard owner looks for workers at the start of the day, nobody‟s 
going to go. They‟re all going to stand around, play dominoes or pitch pennies and talk about how bored 

they are; and they‟re all going to wait until the owner comes back eleven hours later and recruits again. 

Why put in a full day‟s work for a full day‟s pay when you don‟t have to? Why not work as little work as 
possible to get as much as you possibly can? 

 
That only makes sense to the minds of some. It‟s how you take advantage of the situation. This 

owner is guilty of discrimination! Clearly, he discriminates against hard workers. He deserves what‟s 
going to happen tomorrow because he isn‟t fair.  

 

Now, even the owner doesn‟t claim to be fair. Instead of being fair, he‟s generous. To one of the 
grumbling all-day workers, he says, “Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you not agree with me for a 

denarius? Take what belongs to you and go. I choose to give to the last worker as I give to you. Am I not 
allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity?” The three 

questions pretty much ruin the grumbler‟s argument. “Didn‟t you agree to work for a denarius, which you 

received?” Well, yes. “Can‟t I do what I want with what belongs to me?” Well, yes, again. “Or do you 
begrudge my generosity?” Well…yes, that‟s the real problem. It‟s not that the owner has been unfair to 

the grumblers—they‟ve received a day‟s pay for a day‟s work, as the owner promised and as they agreed. 
So the problem is not fairness, but generosity: the all-day workers are saying, “We‟re angry because, 

even though we were treated fairly, you were more generous to others who didn‟t deserve it.” 
 



All of that said, I‟ve got to admit: if I was one of the all-day workers, this would stick in my craw. 

The owner might be fair and generous, but he‟s a terrible businessman. If you aren‟t consistent in your 
treatment of people—if you‟re fair to some and more than fair to others, then you‟re going to make a lot 

of enemies and your business isn‟t going to do very well. It‟s not a good way to run things in this world. 
 

That‟s why it‟s so important to note that Jesus isn‟t telling this parable about how the kingdom of 

this world works. He‟s talking about the kingdom of heaven again. He‟s teaching people who have been 
following the lead of the chief priests and Pharisees all their lives. In Sunday school growing up, we used 

sing the famous song of the church universal, “I Don‟t Want to Be a Goat, Nope,”  which included the 
stanza, “I don‟t want to be a Pharisee, „cause the Pharisees aren‟t fair, you see.” But that‟s precisely 

wrong. In their religion, the Pharisees are big on fairness. They teach that if you do the work of keeping 
the commandments of God, then God will reward you with salvation; if you don‟t put in the time and the 

work, then God will not reward you. That‟s fair. That‟s why you have Pharisees and scribes and chief 

priests as the examples of piety, and why you should stay away from the tax collectors, prostitutes and 
other sinners who clearly aren‟t trying at all. Be good, and God will be good to you. That‟s fair: if you look 

at how the world works, then it makes sense that God will work the same way. 
 

But God doesn‟t operate the same way as this world. Remember: the kingdom of this world runs 

on the law—you work for what you get, and nothing comes easy. The kingdom of heaven is a kingdom of 
grace: God gives His salvation freely to all who believe, and believing is even a gift that He gives, too. If 

the Pharisees are right and God is fair, then the Bible is going to read a lot differently….  
 

For instance, there‟s Luke 7, Jesus is eating with a group of Pharisees while they watch Him like 
a hawk. A “sinful woman” enters the room—she‟s got a past and a reputation so that you don‟t want to 

be seen with her. But she‟s repentant, torn apart by her sinfulness; and in a gesture of contrition, she 

washes Jesus‟ feet with tears and dries them with her hair. The Pharisees are aghast that Jesus would let 
her touch Him in the first place, but then He really does it: He says to the woman, “Your sins are 

forgiven.” What?! That‟s not fair! You can‟t go around forgiving people who just repent. This woman 
hasn‟t been living a good life at all—she‟s dug a hole for herself. If she‟s not too far gone already, then 

she‟s got some serious work to do to make up for her sins! But Jesus hasn‟t come to be fair according to 

the Law or any standard. He‟s there because He is generous—so generous that He pardons the woman 
on the spot. It doesn‟t stop there: the sinless Son of God will be crucified for her immorality soon. 

 
He‟s on the cross in Luke 23, crucified between two robbers who have made such a mess of their 

lives that they‟re being executed in the worst of ways. One of the robbers confesses that they are guilty, 

Jesus is innocent, and then he says to Jesus, “Lord, remember me when You come into Your kingdom.” 
If Jesus is fair, then the response is going to be, “I hate to say I told you so, but you‟re getting what you 

deserve and there‟s no time for you to change that. These other people didn‟t do what you did. Fair‟s 
fair.” But Jesus isn‟t on the cross to be fair—if He were fair, He wouldn‟t be on the cross suffering for the 

sins of the world anyway. No, He‟s on the cross to be generous with grace—so He says to this penitent 
thief who‟s got nothing to offer, “Amen. I say to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise.”  

 

Of course, if God were fair, the Bible would be a short book. Back in Genesis 3, He would have 
said to Adam and Eve, “You‟ve sinned and brought death on yourself, so let the eternal punishment 

commence. Fair‟s fair, after all.” 
 

This is, in large part, what drives the Pharisees nuts about Jesus. He isn‟t fair. He keeps working 

wonders and miracles for people who don‟t deserve it. That completely undoes what they‟ve been living 
and teaching. They‟re the full-day workers in the parable, angry that the owner is generous to others. 

They begrudge His generosity. Eventually, they can‟t bear with a generous Savior anymore; so they have 
Him arrested, they arrange for false witnesses to lie about Him, and then they pressure the Roman ruler 

to kill Him even after Pilate has declared Him innocent several times. 
 



Um, is that fair? The Pharisees would say that yes, it is. According to their religion, Jesus hasn‟t 

done what‟s necessary to be good, to have a better fate. And really, if He is the Son of God, He can come 
down from the cross, and then they‟ll believe in Him. Fair‟s fair, and the Pharisees want a fair Savior.  

 
II. The Generous Savior 

You do not want a fair Savior. You don‟t want the kingdom of heaven to work like the kingdoms 

of this world. If God is fair, then you‟re dead and condemned for your trespasses and sins forever. 
 

There are two important points of Law that need to be preached here. 
 

The first is that life isn‟t fair. It should be, but it‟s not. What I mean is that, in a world of law 
where you work for what you get, you should get good results for working hard. But this world of law is 

corrupted by sin, so things often don‟t work out the way they‟re supposed to. You can work hard and fail. 

You can be lazy, run into a streak of dumb luck and come out on top.  
 

Do not expect life to be fair, because it is not. One of our guilty pleasures during the summer is 
watching the show “America‟s Got Talent,” where all sorts of people audition for the million-dollar prize. 

The first rounds are always the most interesting: and more than once, when the judges completely 

panned an act, a contestant responded, “I don‟t think you should criticize us like that, because we 
worked really hard.” That‟s the statement of one who expects life to be fair when it‟s not. The truth is 

that you can work really hard and still be bad at something. I can work really hard at piano and still be 
far worse than someone who‟s lazy but musically gifted. You can hold a 98% in a class all quarter long, 

then catch the flu during finals week and watch your average drop to a C. You can make every good plan 
for retirement, only to be diagnosed with a debilitating illness the day you say goodbye to the office. 

There will always be someone smarter, prettier, funnier and stronger than you. Life isn‟t fair. Or, as the 

Bible says in Ecclesiastes, “under the sun the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor 
bread to the wise, nor riches to the intelligent, nor favor to those with knowledge, but time and chance 

happen to them all (Ecclesiastes 9:11). 
 

The second point of Law is that God isn‟t fair, either. If you‟re tempted to believe that life should 

be fair, then you‟ll also be tempted to demand that God administer life fairly. In other words, you expect 
Him to make sure that your hard work pays off, that you stay healthy for finals week and free of pain for 

the golden years. If that‟s how life turns out, then thanks be to God; but if that isn‟t how life turns out, 
then you‟re tempted to blame God for being unfair.  

 

If you want a god who is fair, then I have one for you: his name is Santa. He finds out who‟s 
naughty and nice, keeps a list and rewards people accordingly. If you want a fair god, he‟s your man: but 

in all fairness because of your sin, all he‟s going to have for you is a lump of coal, more fuel for an 
eternal fire.  

 
I don‟t want to pick on the man in the red suit: my point is that fairness can become an idol. 

When fairness becomes a god, it is then a false god that must be put to death or else it will destroy your 

faith. Sooner or later, grief will come upon you: and if fairness is your god, you will say, “I thought God 
was on my side; but if He let this happen, He isn‟t fair, and so I‟m not going to trust in Him anymore.”  

 
It is true that God isn‟t fair—He never claims to be. Instead, when it comes to His Law, He 

declares that He is just; and being just, He judges the sinner. When it comes to His Law, He declares that 

He is more than fair. He is generous. How much so? He is so generous that He has paid the price for 
your sin. If you want an example of God being unfair, look no further than the cross. It isn‟t fair that 

Christ hangs there for your sin: it ought to be you. You do the crime, you do the time, after all. But no: 
it‟s Jesus—the holy, innocent Son of God—suffering death and hell on the cross for your sins. Fair? No. 

Infinitely generous? Beyond your comprehension. And every time you want to fault God for being unfair 
when suffering comes along, you can repent of that. For you know that the Lord is more than fair to you: 



He is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding (generous!) in steadfast love. That‟s why you 

don‟t judge God‟s attitude toward you by how fair life is at the moment; instead, you know God is faithful 
to you because you keep looking at the cross.  

 
Looking at the cross, you rejoice to hear what the owner of the vineyard announces: “I choose to 

give to the last worker as I give to you.” Under the cross, you stand with the sinful woman, the penitent 

thief and all the people of God. It is not for you to worry if you‟ve done enough to tip the scales in your 
favor, if you‟ve lived well enough that a fair-minded God would pardon you. You know that your Savior is 

generous with grace, and He chooses to give the same forgiveness to all who believe in Him. God is not 
fair. He is generous and gracious; and so you are forgiven for all of your sins. 

 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 

 

 


