
ECF 2nd November 2014 That’s Not Fair! Matthew 20:1-16 
“That’s not fair!”  I’m sure most of us have said this at some point.  When people get something they don’t deserve or don’t 
get what they do deserve – especially if we lose out – we cry out “That’s not fair.”  It is the complaint when a judge passes a 
lenient sentence on a criminal, or when the rich get a tax-break, or another valuable public service gets dropped, or when 
hard-working employees see their pay cut again.   
 
Recently it was the complaint when the details of the bonus system within Irish Water was leaked!  When those who got a 
“Could do better!” report on their work were still rewarded with bonuses, many were quick to say “that not fair!” 
 
Even kids feel this strongly.  When I was growing up, we had an unwritten rule to ensure fairness.  It was the “You cut I’ll 
choose!” rule.  If there was one piece of cake left, and two people wanted it then one person cut it in half, but the other 
person got to choose which bit he wanted first!  As a result the cutter would half the cake as accurately as possible, because 
he knew that if one piece was bigger, the other person would get it!  
 
We often think that things would be better if life worked on the principle of fairness.  I think that is why one of Jesus’ 
parables is so uncomfortable.  It just seems unfair! Matthew 20:1-15: “For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who 
went out early in the morning to hire men to work in his vineyard. 2 He agreed to pay them a denarius for the day and sent 
them into his vineyard. 
3 “About the third hour he went out and saw others standing in the market-place 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 the sixth hour and the ninth hour and did the same thing. 6 About the eleventh hour 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 the eleventh hour 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 men 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, ‘Friend, I am not being unfair to you. Didn’t you agree to work for a denarius? 14 Take your 
pay and go. I want to give the man 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?’ 
 
1. A Familiar Story 
Many of the details of this story would have been familiar to Jesus’ first audience.  “A landowner who went out early in the 
morning to hire men to work in his vineyard.” Matthew 20:1  Landowners would often hire day-labourers, especially at 
harvest-time.  And the market-place in many towns was like the job centre of today – where those looking for work would 
congregate in the morning, around 6 a.m., in the hope of being hired for the day.   
 
The wage agreed upon was also familiar.  “He agreed to pay them a denarius for the day.” Matthew 20:2  This was a fair 
wage, maybe even a generous wage, for a full day’s unskilled labour.   
 
And it was usual that workers were paid before going home that night.  In fact the Mosaic law required it: Leviticus 19:13 
stated “Do not hold back the wages of a hired man overnight.” That’s because the family would often be depending on this 
money to buy food to eat that day.  
 
And so in a way, the workers who worked for a day in the vineyard and got paid for it, had nothing to complain about.  In 
fact, they should’ve been grateful for the opportunity to work and to provide for their families. 
 
2. A Shocking Story 
The problem was that they weren’t the only ones working in the vineyard that day.  The owner went out at the third hour, 9 
a.m., and hired more workers, with the agreement: “I will pay you whatever is right.” Matthew 20:4 
 
He did the same at the sixth hour, at noon, and at the ninth hour, 3 p.m.  He even hired more workers at the eleventh hour, 
5 p.m., just one hour before the end of the working day. 
 
a) A Generous Wage 
But when it came 6 p.m. and the landowner gave out the wages, you can imagine the shock when “The workers who were 



hired about the eleventh hour came and each received a denarius.” Matthew 20:9  A denarius for one hour of work was 
generous in the extreme!  It was far more than they could ever have expected.  They went home that day delighted at the 
generosity of the landowner. 
 
b) The Same Wage 
When the news travelled down the line to those who had worked all day in the vineyard, they made a quick calculation.  If 
those who worked for just one hour got a denarius, then surely that means they should get 12 denarii!  But when they got 
to the front of the line, “each one of them also received a denarius.”  Matthew 20:10 
 
It’s not surprising that they weren’t happy.  It seemed completely unfair.  “These men who were hired last worked only one 
hour… and you have made them equal to us.”  Matthew 20:12  Their trade union would be outraged and I think the Labour 
Court would agree.  Surely equal pay for equal work is what we expect.  Why should someone get the same as us for 
working so much less?  That’s not fair! 
 
And yet the shocking thing is, this is what Jesus says, “The kingdom of heaven is like!”  Matthew 20:1  So what does Jesus 
mean by this?  In what way is God’s kingdom like this?  Is God unfair?   
 
3. The Cost of Discipleship 
As often is the case, the context of the parable helps us to understand what it means.   
 
a) A Confident Young Man 
A young man had just come to Jesus with a question that expressed a curious mix of self-confidence and self-doubt.  He 
asked, “Teacher, what good thing must I do to get eternal life?” Matthew 19:16 
 
There is a level of humility here.  He came to ask Jesus for advice.  But there’s also self-confidence as he believed that 
eternal life was something that he could achieve through doing the right things, and he believed that he was close to 
achieving it!  When Jesus quoted some of the law, including the command to love your neighbour as yourself, he said, “All 
these I have kept… What do I still lack?”  Matthew 19:20 
 
I don’t know how to take this guy.  Did he genuinely think that he’d kept all these laws, that he’d done everything right?  
Was he just fishing for a complement?  Or did he genuinely know that there was something keeping him separated from 
God?  I’m not sure.   
 
b) An Unwelcome Challenge 
But Jesus was.  Jesus saw through his outward conformity to the law.  He saw his self-reliance, self-centredness and self-
love.  And he called him to repent: “If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will 
have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” Matthew 19:21 
 
By selling his possessions and giving to the poor, he’d be turning his back on materialism and self-centredness.  And by 
following Jesus, he’d be turning his back on self-righteousness and accepting his need of Jesus as his Saviour and Lord.   
 
But this man wasn’t willing to do either.  “When the young man heard this, he went away sad, because he had great 
wealth.” Matthew 19:22.  In his day, many would’ve seen his wealth as proof of his relationship to God and his blessing 
from God.  Instead it was his love of this money that kept him separated from God and the blessings of eternal life through 
faith in Jesus. 
 
4. The Blessings of Discipleship 
This incident stirred a question in Peter.  “We have left everything to follow you! What then will there be for us?”” Matthew 
19:27  This man rejected salvation because he refused to give up his wealth.  But the disciples had left everything when 
Jesus had called them.  Surely this meant that they deserved some great blessing. 
 
a) Amazing Promises  
And to some extent Jesus agreed.  They would be blessed for their acceptance of his call.  Matthew 19:28: “Jesus said to 
them, “I tell you the truth, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you who have 
followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel.”  It was costly to follow Jesus, but ultimately 
they wouldn’t lose out.  They’d be blessed by God.  They’d share in Jesus’ glory.  They’d serve in his kingdom. 
 
And this blessing would be shared by all who followed Jesus.  Matthew 19:29: “And everyone who has left houses or 
brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or fields for my sake will receive a hundred times as much and will inherit 



eternal life.”  This isn’t a promise that every Christian will have a prosperous and happy life.  The first disciples’ suffering 
prove this.   
 
But it is a promise that if we trust in Jesus, then we’ll be brought into God’s family, a family where love is central, where 
resources are shared and where relationships last for eternity.  And it’s a promise that we’ll be brought into the secure and 
intimate relationship with God that we were designed for and that our hearts long for.  It is a promise that if we follow 
Jesus, we’ll gain much, much more than we’ll ever lose.  
 
b) Complete Faithfulness 
And we can depend on this promise.  In the parable, when the workers who started in the early morning grumbled against 
their employer, he replied: “Friend, I am not being unfair to you. Didn’t you agree to work for a denarius?” Matthew 20:13  
The landowner entered into an agreement with these workers – and he faithfully kept it.   
 
And in the same way, we can confidently give our lives wholeheartedly to Jesus . knowing that God is not unfair.  He is 
faithful to his word and he will keep all his promises to those who commit themselves to him.  “Let us hold unswervingly to 
the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful.” Hebrews 10:23    
 
In answering Peter’s question, Jesus’ parable here was an encouragement to him.  “Don’t worry Peter.  Yes, you’ve left 
everything to follow me.  Yes, it is tough now.  You will suffer.  But ultimately you won’t lose out.  You will be blessed in 
ways that far outweigh anything that you’ve given up.” 
 
5. The Challenge of Grace 
But this parable also contained a challenge to Peter.   Matthew 19:30: “But many who are first will be last, and many who 
are last will be first.” This is the core idea behind this parable because Jesus repeats it at the end: Matthew 20:16: “So the 
last will be first, and the first will be last.”  And this is what was illustrated in the landowner’s dealings with the 11th hour 
workers.   
 
a) Choosing the Unwanted 
These workers were the last to come into his vineyard.  They told the landowner that this was “Because no-one has hired 
us.” Matthew 20:7  No-one had chosen them.  No-one thought they were good enough.  They’d been rejected by everyone 
else.  But the landowner choose the unwanted.  He saw value in them that nobody else did.   
 
This is what God in his grace does.  Many people in Jesus’ day thought that God’s kingdom would be made up of the good-
living people who had position and standing in the community, just like that rich young man.  But “God chose the foolish 
things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong.” 1 Corinthians 1:27  
God loves those the world hasn’t wanted.  He values those the world sees as worthless.  And he calls those the world has 
rejected. 
 
Jesus said: “I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.” Luke 5:32  He brings in those who appear the 
least worthy and welcomes them into his kingdom. 
 
b) Rewarding the Undeserving 
And then he gives to them generously.  These 11th hour workers weren’t only given the privilege of working for the 
landowner.  They were also paid the same as those who’d been there from the start!   
 
They got far more than they deserved!  The landowner himself knew this, but he explained his actions to those who 
complained: Matthew 20:15:  “Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious because I 
am generous?”  He didn’t do this because they deserved it.  He didn’t do it because they’d earned it.  He simply did it out of 
his generosity, because they needed it! 
 
In the same way, Peter needed to realise that although he was one of the first to believe in Christ and his discipleship cost 
him everything, he mustn’t compare what he did for Christ, with others and expect more than them!  He mustn’t complain 
when others receive the same blessings that he did.   
 
In his generosity and grace, God has the right to give the gift of eternal life to everyone he wants.  He can give salvation to 
the most undeserving of sinners and the least effective servant just as much as to those who eagerly accept Christ and work 
for him their whole lives.  The gospel is: “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”  Romans 10:13 
 
6. A Clear Example 



I think this is powerfully illustrated by two of the early believers.   
 
a) The First Martyr 
Stephen is recognised as the first Christian martyr.  He was “a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit.” Acts 6:5.  “A man full 
of God’s grace and power.”  Acts 6:8.  He was so well respected that he was one of those chosen to sort out the problem of 
food distribution that threatened to divide the early church.  And he powerfully defended the gospel against those who 
challenged him! 
 
As a result, Stephen was put on trial before the Sanhedrin.  But in the middle of his defence, this group turned into a 
frenzied mob, dragged him outside and stoned him to death.  As he died he prayed for his murderers: “Lord, do not hold 
this sin against them.” Acts 7:60  If anyone deserved to go to heaven, surely a man like Stephen did.   
 
b) The Other Thief 
Stephen died courageously for his faith.  But the second believer died for his crimes.  When Jesus was dying on the cross, 
two criminals were executed either side of him.  But one of them made an amazing request: “Jesus, remember me when 
you come into your kingdom.” Luke 23:42 
 
He didn’t have any right to ask this.  He’d committed terrible crimes.  He’d messed up his life.  He didn’t have any time to 
make up for the past with years of service to come.  His life-clock was at its 11th hour.  If anyone didn’t deserve to enter the 
kingdom of God, he was that man!   
 
And yet Jesus declared, “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.” Luke 23:43  He hadn’t done anything to 
deserve it.  And yet, as a result of his admission of guilt and his faith in the crucified Christ, this man was welcomed into 
God’s kingdom for all eternity!   
 
Why would an amazing man like Stephen and a despicable man like this criminal receive the same eternal life?  The answer 
is of course grace!  God’s free, undeserved and amazing grace!  It was grace that this criminal experienced.  But it was also 
grace that Stephen experienced.   
 
That’s because both were sinners and both needed the grace of Jesus to be completely forgiven and brought into God’s 
family!  “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— not by 
works, so that no-one can boast.” Ephesians 2:8–9 
 
Conclusion 
This is what Jesus’ parable teaches.  The kingdom of heaven doesn’t work on the basis of fairness, of merit, of what we 
deserve.  If it did, then none of us would get in!   
 
It works on the basis of grace.  Grace for those who trust in Christ and live for him faithfully, and grace for those who trust in 
Christ at the end when they haven’t got any time left. 
 
This is not to make us wait until later to trust in Christ.  We don’t know how long we have, and waiting just means that we 
miss out on all those years of living for and serving our risen Lord. 
 
But this does mean, that we need to ditch any idea that we have earned anything from God.  We have no right to compare 
ourselves to other believers.  We’ve no right to think that we deserve more than them!  If we have put our faith in Christ 
then every blessing that we receive is a gift of God’s amazing grace. 
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