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Matthew 20:1-16 (NIV)

“For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire
workers for his vineyard. He agreed to pay them a denarius for the day and sent them into his
vineyard.

“About nine in the morning he went out and saw others standing in the marketplace doing
nothing. He told them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is
right.’ So they went.

“He went out again about noon and about three in the afternoon and did the same thing. 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?’

“‘Because no one has hired us,’ they answered.

“He said to them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard.’

“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.’

“The workers who were hired about five in the afternoon came and each received a denarius. So
when those came who were hired first, they expected to receive more. But each one of them also
received a denarius. When they received it, they began to grumble against the landowner. ‘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.’

“But he answered one of them, ‘I am not being unfair to you, friend. Didn’t you agree to work
for a denarius? Take your pay and go. I want to give the one who was hired last the same as I
gave you. Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious
because I am generous?’

“So the last will be first, and the first will be last.”
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I don’t know about you, but this parable makes me uncomfortable.

The thing I don’t like about it is that it doesn’t seem fair. The workers hired at the end of the day,
who only work one hour, get paid the same as the workers who had been hard at work since early
that morning. And that’s not fair. And life is supposed to be fair, right?

My family and I do some weird quirky things, one of which is to quote movie lines to each other.
One of our favorite movies to quote is The Princess Bride. If you haven’t seen it, you should. It
gets a 97 percent rating from Rotten Tomatoes and it’s rated PG so you can watch it with your
kids.

In one scene in that movie a grandfather is reading a story to his grandson at bedtime. The
grandfather, played by Peter Falk (the guy that played Columbo), is reading a story to the
grandson, played by Fred Savage (when he was still a child). When the story takes a twist that
the young boy doesn’t like, he says, “But that’s not fair.”

The grandfather replies,   “Well, who says life is fair? Where is that written? Life isn't always
fair.”

To me this parable isn’t fair. And that is the point. It contrasts fairness with grace. It reminds us
that fairness and grace are two separate things.

The vineyard owner is God, and we, the followers of Jesus Christ, are the workers in the
vineyard.

Some of us have been disciples of Jesus since we were young. We grew up in the church, maybe
had those perfect attendance pins the church used to give, and have sought to follow Jesus all our
lives.

As adults we have attended not only church but Sunday School as well. We pray regularly, have
tithed 10 percent of our income and even give more at times. We’ve worked the Pumpkin Patch
(and if you haven’t done that, have I got a deal for you!) and even volunteered at church camp a
couple of times.

We’re good Christians. We love Jesus, and we know we are going to heaven.
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But some of us may be completely different. Maybe we started going to church as an adult,
maybe even just recently. We don’t know much about the Bible. We’ve done some things in the
past that we are not proud of, and maybe even some things we’re just downright ashamed of. We
may have even been a “guest of the state” at one or the seven prisons here in Huntsville.

We may have habits or lifestyles that go against the stereotypical image of a Christian. We love
Jesus, and while we have heard that our sins are forgiven, we still have difficulty in believing
that we’re going to heaven. And yet God’s love for those of us in this category is as great as it is
for those who have been “good Christians.”

One of the thought exercises I do with young folks in confirmation class is to give them a
hypothetical situation. Say a person is a mass murderer, a cruel, horrible person. This person has
lived a lifetime of doing evil things and has taken innocent lives, and doesn’t feel a bit of
remorse about his/her actions.

And say this person lives to an old age, and on their deathbed, as they are dying, they accept
Jesus Christ as their savior. Will their sins be forgiven? Will they get to go to heaven?

I always find the answers interesting. You can see from the expressions on their faces how their
thoughts go back and forth as they wrestle with this dilemma.

Sometimes one of them will say “no,” that they should be punished for their actions and
therefore they don’t deserve to go to heaven. But then another student will counter that argument
with something about the Bible saying that Jesus does forgive our sins and that if we repent of
our sins and accept Jesus as our savior then we go to heaven.

Most of the time I just sit back and watch the wheels turn as they struggle with this issue. And I
have to admit a little bit of pleasure in opening up a can of worms and then stepping back and
watching the theological responses to that. And usually at the nucleus of the debate is the
concept of fairness.

I think the struggle comes because as humans we want to emphasize fairness. It is a cultural
teaching, and I don’t think it’s a bad one. We should work for fairness in the world. But when it
comes to God’s grace, fairness has to take a backseat.

God’s grace is defined as the unmerited favor of God. Did you catch the first word in that
definition? Unmerited. We don’t earn it. God offers it to us, not because of what we have done or
can do, not because God likes us better than others, not because of how religious we are, but out
of love. God loves us. Each one of us. And every human being in the world today. He loves us,
and them, so much that he willingly allowed his son to die for us–and them.
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Even the ones we don’t like. And if you look at Jesus’ parables of the lost sheep, the lost coin,
and the prodigal son, especially the ones we don’t like.

Jesus’ parable of the workers in the vineyard teaches us that God’s grace is extended to all
humans, regardless of whether they have been church members all their life, or if they are rascals
and scalawags and ne'er-do-wells and convert on their deathbed. God bestows his grace on those
whom he wants to. It’s his grace, after all, so he can do what he wants with it. And through Jesus
Christ, his only son, he is generous. Very generous.

Thank God for that. For even if those of us who do well and attend church and follow the 10
commandments, even if we live our lives the best we can, we still sin and fall short of the glory
of God. We’re human, and we sin. We can’t earn God’s grace. We can’t because of sin. We are
not worthy.

And yet God extends his grace to us. He does so out of love. And it was because of that love that
Jesus, who told this parable, willingly goes to the cross and dies for us. Jesus, who was/is perfect,
sacrificed himself for us, who are not perfect. And it is through our faith in Jesus that we are
made perfect, allowing us to be in the presence of the Almighty God, and giving us hope that no
matter what happens to us in this world, something better is coming.

We celebrate the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper to remind us of that, that as we participate the
Holy Spirit can work in us to help us comprehend just how loved we are.

So my challenge to you this week is to remember that life isn’t fair. The Bible doesn’t say it will
be fair. But thanks be to God for his grace that he extends not only to us, but to all humans.

Grace is more powerful than fairness. And thank God for that.

Grace, grace, God's grace,
Grace that will pardon and cleanse within;
Grace, grace, God's grace,
Grace that is greater than all our sin!

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