
It’s Not Fair!

[Note: before I began my sermon I showed the congregation 
a video (link here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=meiU6TxysCg). The video 
shows that when two monkeys are performing a simple task, side-
by-side, they will only continue to “work” if they are both provided 
the same reward.  If one is given a “better” reward (e.g. grapes 
instead of cucumber pieces) the one with the “lesser” reward will 
stop working.  Monkeys, it turns out, understand fairness.]

Take a little memory trip with me, and think back to your 
childhood (or your children or grandchildren.) Think of some of the 
things children say. What do you think they say most often - 
perhaps more than anything else. Maybe, "I love you"? I'd like to 
think that, but I'm not so sure. Now that we're adults we may know 
how important it is to say and hear those three words often, but 
I'm not sure we knew that as kids. 

When I think back to my own childhood – and on into my 
adolescence – and young adulthood if I'm totally honest -- I'm 
likely to name three other words: "It's not fair." Do you remember? 
"It's not fair that I have to do homework before watching T.V." "It's 
not fair that I can't go play with my friends just because I stayed 
home sick from school." "It's not fair that my friends parents 
bought them _____ but you won’t." "It's not fair!”

If there's one thing we're all born with, it's an innate sense of 
fairness. As the video we just saw points out, we aren’t the only 
animals born that way.  That's a powerful and wonderful thing, 
because that sense of fairness, when developed into maturity, is 
the foundation for justice and equality: "It's not fair that some can 
vote and others can't, that some ride in the front of the bus while 
others must stay in the back, that some are paid more for the 
same work, that some go to bed hungry while others fill landfills 



with their excess." Yes, our innate sense of fairness can lead to a 
strong and life-giving sense of justice.

But at the same time, there is a problem:  our innate sense 
of fairness is ego-centric. It’s about us. We tend to assess 
fairness, as the examples from childhood demonstrate, in terms of 
what seems fair not only to us but also for us. We tend to 
measure fairness, that is, in terms of our own wants, needs, 
hopes, expectations, often with little -- or at least secondary -- 
regard for the wants and needs of others. And unfortunately this 
doesn't end with childhood either.

Which brings us to Jesus' parable about these day laborers. 
Right up front, it's important to recognize just how tough it was to 
be a day laborer. These are the folks with no regular employment 
and so must stand in the town square hoping that some land 
owner or manager needs extra work done and will hire you. The 
trouble is, there's usually a lot more laborers than there is labor. 
And there's no unemployment, or social services to fall back on. 
So if you were both healthy and lucky, you'd get chosen and work 
a twelve-hour day and when you were done receive a day's wage 
that would provide food for your family for the next day. (This, by 
the way, sheds some insight into the practical earnestness of 
Jesus' prayer: "give us this day our daily bread.") If you were 
unlucky or unhealthy, however, you'd be passed over, possibly 
waiting all day, only to return empty-handed to face the 
disappointed looks of those who depended on you.

In the parable Jesus tells, everyone gets lucky. Some are 
chosen early.  But some more in the late morning, at noon, and 
mid afternoon, and some just an hour before quitting time.  –

Think a moment about that dynamic – who gets chosen first 
and why?  The strong and healthy – those that look like they are 
able to do a full, hard, day’s work.  Who is still standing there late 
in the day, waiting to be noticed? The frail, the sick the elderly – 



maybe those who are foreign or for some other reason seem less 
trustworthy.  Imagine the feeling of desperation – the growing 
sense of dread as they wonder if they’ll get work at all – if they’ll 
eat, maybe even if their families will eat. 

What’s at stake - Denarion – minimum wage – enough to 
survive – day-to-day – no excess, no savings – no possibility of 
financial security – no security at all - Irony of the ancient world – 
slaves were better off than these day laborers

So you can imagine how pleasantly surprised, downright 
flabbergasted, these last hired were by their good fortune when 
they received a full day's wage for an hour of work. Not, let's keep 
in mind, because they hadn't wanted to work all day. After all, 
they'd been there just the same as the others -- ready, willing, and 
eager -- but they had been passed over, time and again, until right 
near the end. Can you imagine what a relief it was to know that 
they could for themselves at least one more day.

This act of generosity, however, sets up expectations. Those 
who had worked all day started doing their mental calculations, 
adding up and anticipating just how much  more they would 
receive than they'd originally expected or contracted for. 

To be honest, I think it's hard to blame them. After all, if the 
folks who worked just one hour got a full day's wage, wouldn't it 
be only fair to give the folks who worked twelve long hours a little 
more, or maybe even a lot more? Even a monkey could have 
figured it out!  

But that's not what happens. They receive a full day's wage -
- nothing more, nothing less -- just as they were promised. They 
are disappointed, even angry. It just doesn't seem fair. But the 
landowner reminds them that, in fact, it's totally fair -- they are 
being paid just what was promised. If anything, the landowner is 
being more than fair -- actually, downright generous -- to those 
who were invited late in the day, as well as perfectly fair to those 



who were fortunate to be called to work early. Why, then, 
begrudge such generosity?

Why indeed? Except, perhaps, that that's human nature. 
Fallen human nature, to be more precise. There are a lot of ways 
to read the story of the fall in Genesis 3, of course, but to me it's 
primarily a story about how through our own insecurity and lack of 
trust we come to understand and assess our lives not through the 
abundance we have been given by God but instead by what we 
feel we still lack. Because of this gnawing sense of lack, we 
define ourselves over and against others, comparing and 
begrudging their good fortune because it wasn't our good fortune.

Think for a moment, of what this does to the grumbling day 
laborers. Rather than feeling fortunate to have found work for the 
day, they feel unfortunate at not having received more. Rather 
than rejoicing that these other workers -- who waited all day for 
the prospect of work -- can return home blessed to be able to feed 
themselves and maybe their children, they can only begrudge 
them, perhaps even curse them, their good fortune. And rather 
than be grateful to the landowner who has given them an honest 
day's wage for an honest day's work, they can only grumble with 
resentment.  They are children again – “It’s not fair!”

Here’s the thing: they’re right – it’s not. From the strictly 
transactional standpoint – the way we usually view the world – 
you get what you earn and you earn what you get – it is 
definitively NOT fair.  But then again, the landowner in the story 
never promised to be fair.  In the story – when he went back to 
the market – didn’t promise a “fair” wage – promised to be dikaios 
– to do what is just, to do right by them.

And what was right – to the landowner – was that those 
workers who were willing to work got what they needed to survive 
and work another day.  



That’s what God is concerned about – that’s what God 
promised to provide.  

That’s the lesson that God has been trying to teach the 
people of Israel since their very beginning – since the time of the 
Exodus itself! 

We’re not sure how much time goes by between the texts for this 
week, and those we read last week.  It’s probably not long – but 
the people are already “murmuring.”  Grumbling, complaining, 
worrying.  

And they are coming at Moses: “Sure, you parted the sea – 
But what have you done for us lately?  We’re hungry, what – did 
you bring us out here to starve? It would have been better for us 
to just stay slaves in Egypt – at least they fed us to keep us 
strong!”

They don’t mention God directly. Moses makes a point of 
reminding them that is who they are really doubting.  But it doesn’t 
seem to stop them. 

There is something else that isn’t mentioned in this passage 
that is important: if you look back in Exodus you’ll note that when 
the people left Egypt they didn’t leave alone – the brought their 
flocks.  Pharaoh explicitly tells them to in Exodus 12:35. You 
might wonder – why don’t they just eat those? 

Well – because they are herdsman.  Yes, they also have the 
gold and jewelry they got from the Egyptians (that’s mentioned 
earlier too.  Read the story of Exodus again for yourself sometime 
– there is a LOT in there that never God covered in Sunday 
School!) but their flocks are their real wealth. They are their 
future.  If they arrive in a new land without them they have no 
future there. They would sooner eat the gold if they could. 



And God doesn’t demand that they feed themselves with 
what they have.  God doesn’t discipline or reject them for 
grumbling either.  God listens. This isn’t the first time this has 
happened, and it won’t be the last, but each time, God responds 
the same way.  God listens, and provides.  Not always  exactly 
what they have in mind – in this case they don’t even know what 
they are eating (I know we’ve heard the term “manna” so many 
times it’s a word for us, but we’re pretty certain that derives 
literally from the Hebrew question – Man huh – What us this?  

They don’t know.  But it’s food.  And it’s just there. Not 
because they earn it or deserve it – in fact, God makes a point 
about not making this about economics and our ideas of fairness.  
There is no storing up manna – no reward for extra work – no 
manna rich and manna poor people.  Manna is a gift – a way that 
God assures that everyone has enough.  God even goes to the 
trouble of giving them one day off a week from gathering it. 

God establishes the Sabbath before God even gives Israel 
the Law (that won’t happen until chapter 20).  It’s all a gift. Offered 
to everyone.   

I want to take you back to the gospel lesson.  One of the 
things we sometimes miss about this story – especially when we 
read it in worship, is that it is “bookended” by a repeated phrase – 
the first will be last and the last will be first.”  It first appears at the 
end of chapter 19.  Jesus has just had the encounter with a rich 
young man, and he utters the famous line “it’s easier for a camel 
to squeeze through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to 
enter God’s kingdom” that we’re still struggling with today.  

The disciples are confused – they live in a culture like ours – 
one that tends to interpret wealth as a sign of God’s blessing.  
They immediately remind Jesus that they have given up 
everything to follow him.  There is a not so subtle question 
“What’s in this for us?”  Jesus promises they will have their 



reward – that all who are faithful followers will have a reward in 
God’s kingdom.  “the last – those who have given up everything – 
will be first”

I’m sure they are comforted by that. But then Jesus tells this 
parable, and I have to wonder what they thought.  Because after 
all, in a lot of ways, no matter how much they gave up, they are 
“first”, not last.  They’ve been following Jesus from the beginning.  
They are “ground floor investors” in this “Way” that Jesus is 
leading – and ground floor investors get the best dividends and 
reap the best rewards, right?  

That mentality extends beyond money, of course.  Ask any 
music fan which is cooler – to discover a new band when they are 
already famous, or to be able to say you saw them when they 
were still struggling and playing clubs but you already knew how 
good they would be?  Ask sports fans who follow team through 
seasons good and terrible how they feel about the people who are 
suddenly “super-fans” when their team is making  a championship 
run.  

But in this parable Jesus says no, there is no dividend for 
being in on the ground floor. Everyone gets the same salvation. 

Fairness is a concept that is baked into us – it’s literally 
baked into our DNA.  But it has nothing to do with the Kingdom of 
Heaven. We decide fairness by comparing ourselves to one 
another, but looking at what we get and comparing it to what 
others have. 

But all that is based on the idea we are dealing with things 
that are scarce, the have limits.  God’s love has no limits. It’s not 
a zero sum game. My relationship with God has is not affected by 
yours, God’s love for me is not diminished because God chooses 
to love you.  God’s rewards are peace, grace, and love – those 
things are not affected by the law of supply and demand. Grace is 
not fair.  



In fact, there is no relationship between grace and fairness.  
That’s what Jesus tells this story to show us.  He tells this story to 
his disciples to warn them that they can’t harden their hearts to 
those who may not have followed as long or as faithfully as they 
have, because God will ultimately offer them the same reward 
that they will receive. 

Immature faith is all about fairness. We don’t like to talk 
about it, but it sometimes even delights in the idea that others 
might not suffer. We’ve all done it, I suspect – seen the person 
who is getting away with something and thinking “They’ll meet 
their maker some day and they will get theirs.”  We love the idea 
of God’s judgment when we imagine it happening to someone 
who we think really deserves it. 

But in this parable Jesus is calling us to move beyond 
fairness and into grace. Yes, there is an element of “you reap 
what you sow” in the gospel, but the overwhelming good news 
that Jesus proclaimed, the part that truly offers us hope – is that 
we DON’T get what we deserve.  Instead, God gives us what we 
need.

This parable lays before each and all of us clear choice: Do 
we pay attention to the areas of plenty in our lives or what we 
perceive we lack? Do we live by gratitude or envy? Do we spend 
most of our time trying to make sure we, and others, get what we 
deserve, or do we join God is making sure that those around us 
have what they need?  Do we look at others in solidarity and 
compassion or see them only as competition?

 The killer thing about this choice is that it really is a choice -
 as unavoidable as it is simple. You can't be grateful and envious 
at the same time. You can’t claim God’s grace – God’s 
undeserved love and favor – for your own life and simultaneously 
behave like others are unworthy to receive it.  So which is it going 
to be?



It matters, you see, because I believe that Jesus died to offer 
us this choice. The people who killed Jesus didn’t do it just 
because he proclaimed that the grace, and mercy of God was 
available to all, even to those deemed so incredibly unworthy, but 
also because his declaration revealed the hardness of heart, the 
stone-cold entrenchment of spirit, that is part and parcel of the 
human condition. His inclusive, boundary-breaking generosity 
revealed the envy and competitiveness of those in power. His 
vision of another way of being in the world -- he called it the 
kingdom of God -- betrayed the lie told by the protectors of the 
status quo that theirs was the only way. Shamed by such a vision, 
and unable to embrace it, they put him  to death.

Jesus came preaching, teaching, and embodying this new 
life and kingdom, came as One willing to die that we might see 
and believe that this new life is possible. But let's be clear: while 
this Jesus is true, he is not fair. Because he gives us more than 
we deserve, loving us from the death of scarcity and fear to the 
new life of abundance, courage, and faith.

It’s not fair.  But thanks be to God it is not.  AMEN


