
 

 
My Sermon from last Sunday September 20, 2020 ‘16th Sunday after Pentecost’  ~ 

 
“God Is Not Fair!” 

 

O Lord, take my lips and speak with them; take my eyes and see with them,                                                                                                                                 

Take my ears and hear with them, take my heart and set it on fire.  In the name of Jesus.  Amen. 

 

In the pre-pandemic days, I would also have prayed, “Take my hands and touch with them.”  This new 

way of living continues to remind us of how different the world has become in the past 6 months. 

 

However, what it timeless and eternal and unchanging is the gospel.  The reality of the living 

presence of Christ in our hearts, the truth of holy scripture, the grace in the eucharist has not 

changed and will not change. 

 

The Parable of the Labourers in the Vineyard is only in Matthew’s Gospel (chapter 20: 1-16) and it is 

one of my favourites.  I have prayed and pondered this parable for many years.  Here’s the theme: 

 

A landowner hires workers throughout the day for his vineyard.  At the end of the working day, he 

pays each worker the same, whether they had worked from dawn to dusk or for just one hour.  

Naturally the workers who worked all day are angry when they discover that the one hour workers 

are paid the same.  The landowner pays the workers in order of their arrival in the vineyard, from 

those who came the latest and worked the least to those who came the earliest and worked the 

most.  The ones who worked the most got excited when they saw how much the one hour workers 

were being paid.  They said to themselves, “we will certainly get a massive bonus as we worked all 

day and especially at noon when it was hot.  This is a very generous landowner.”   

 

Imagine their shock when they receive the same amount of pay as the men who came around 5 pm!  

They share their dismay with the landowner who tells them that he is paying them what he promised 

when he hired them, the usual daily wage.  When the landowner hires the additional men, he simply 

tells them that he will “pay them whatever is right.”   They assumed that the pay would be a part-time 

daily wage.  Note that none of the part-time workers are grumbling.  They are thrilled and astonished!   

 

Here is a 

painting by 

Rembrandt from 

1637.  It hangs in 

the Hermitage in 

St. Petersburg.  It 

is a small 

painting  ~  

about 12 by 16 

inches.  Our eye 

is drawn to the 

people in the 

light.  Rembrandt 

is a master of 

using light and 

dark to 

communicate.  

The focus of the 

painting is 2 of 

the all-day 

workers who are 

grumbling about 

their pay with 

the landowner.  



The other all-day workers are 

talking about their pay in the 

background.  The landowner's 

wife is sitting by the window 

with the account book. 

 

Here is a close-up of the wife.  

Below is a close-of the 

landowner and the 2 unhappy 

workers.  The painting is dark 

showing that dusk has come. 

 

The landowner calls the 2 

unhappy workers ‘Friend’ and 

informs them that he paid 

them what he said he would.  

He did not cheat them.  He 

tells them that he has the right 

 

to pay the part-time 

workers whatever he 

wishes.  The landowner 

names the real issue.  

The all-day workers are 

comparing themselves 

with the part-time 

workers.  They are 

envious and annoyed 

and feel that an 

injustice has been done. 

 

This is a hard parable 

for you and for me.  In 

the working world, we 

hope that there is pay 

equity that those who 

work hard and come 

early and leave late will be rewarded with a promotion or a pay increase.  Now we know that 

doesn’t always happen.  I know many people who have worked very hard, with an exceptional 

performance and are still paid the same as those who shirk their duties and their responsibilities.  

Where is the fairness? 

 

Jesus tells this parable after a conversation with Peter reminding Jesus that the disciples have 

given up everything to follow him.  Jesus responds that “many who are first will be last, and the 

last will be first.”   

 

The parable is immediately followed by the mother of James and John asking Jesus for priority 

seating in heaven for her boys because they work so hard.   

 

Everybody wants the best seats in the house, and to be first in line.  When I was a little girl, I was 

short and movie theatres didn’t have the sloping floors with seats where everyone can see the 

screen.  If I didn’t line up early, I would always end up behind the lady with the big hat and I 

couldn’t see anything! 

 



The key question in the parable of the Labourers in the Vineyard is this: 

 

Why are you angry at my generosity? 

 

And we cry back.  “Because it isn’t fair!” 

 

Life isn’t fair and we know that.   

 

A son cares for his elderly father.  He visits him daily and takes him nourishing meals and does his 

laundry.  His brother and sister never phone, never visit.  The father dies and the family discover 

that the will is split equally between all 3 children.  The man knows that in spite of their lack of 

care, the father loved his children all the same.  Is this fair to the son who did all the work? 

 

A woman works 60 hours a week in a large accounting firm.  She is given all the toughest audits 

and is criticized the most by the partners in the firm.  Another associate is hired who gets away with 

many mistakes and a bad performance.  This person works no overtime and gets every weekend 

off.  This person makes partner while the hard-working woman remains as an associate.  Is this fair? 

 

In his letter to the Christians in Philippi, the apostle Paul tells us “to live our life in a manner worthy 

of the gospel of Christ.”  (Philippians 1:2 7).  That’s what we try to do.   

 

The truth of the parable is that God is not fair.  We could make a poster of this statement  ~ 

 

God is grace.  And 

grace is that free gift of 

unconditional love 

and acceptance and 

wonder.   

 

God is love. 

 

God is mercy. 

 

Our generous God is 

waiting for us to say 

“Yes!” to his invitation 

to follow him.  The 

workers received the 

generous gift from the 

landowner after they 

agree to work for him.  

They could easily have 

said “No.”  It is late in 

the day ,but they say 

“Yes.” 

 

A 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 a Eucharistic Assistant and a Warden, and I also 

taught Sunday School.”  St. Peter said, “Very good.  You get one point.” 

 



 

The man said 

to himself, 

“Oh, my!”  

 

He thought 

hard.  “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.  And I 

helped with various civic projects, and even 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; he sighed said, 

“I can see now that 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!” 

 

When our life is over and our work is done and dusk has come, we go into the line at the back.  

God calls us forward to the front and Jesus will say to us, “The last will be first.” 

 

Jesus opens his arms to us and showers us with his overwhelming gift of grace and unconditional 

love and forgiveness. 

 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 

Archdeacon Deborah+  

 


