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St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church 
It’s not fair! 
Scripture: Matthew 20:1-16 
Rev. Steve Filyk 
Opening Hymn: For the beauty of the earth [434] or Glorious Things of Thee Are Spoken [483] 
Choruses: You Are My King (Amazing Love), What a beautiful name 
Communion Hymn: Here Is Bread Here Is Wine or The River 
Closing Hymn: Now thank we all our God [457] 
Communion Sunday 

 
“It’s not fair!” 
 “It’s not fair!” 
 
It’s not fair is a refrain that is familiar 
 To every parent, and to everyone 
  Who has ever spent time with children. 
 
Kids have a keen sense of what is equitable and what isn’t. 
 And they don’t want to be getting the short end of the stick. 
 
In our household extended discussions about ‘what is fair’ 

Led me to purchase an app  
that keeps track of our children’s chores. 

 
Now we can all see for ourselves 

exactly whose day it is 
to empty the dishwasher. 

 
We don’t need to rely on our faulty 

And often skewed memories: 
 “But I did it yesterday!” 

 
Of course, it isn’t only kids who have a keen sense 
 Of what is equitable. 
  Adults assert their own demands  

for even-handed treatment. 
 
Ever noticed how employees 
 At grocery stores announce 

“I will take the next person in line” 
   when opening up another till. 
 
Why do they do that? 
 
It has to do with our sense of justice. 
 Some who has been waiting in line for 60 seconds 
  Will feel indignant if someone else, 
   Someone who hasn’t been waiting 
    jumps gets served before them. 
 
We all seem to have a keen sense of what is equitable. 
 And we can get pretty upset when  
  We think that justice is not being served. 
 
The background for today’s Bible reading  

is Jesus’ promise that his disciples  
will all be rewarded for their sacrifices. 
 That’s good news isn’t it. 

God won’t forget any sacrifice we’ve made 
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 For Jesus’ sake. 
 
But the reading is also bracketed  

with that oft repeated enigmatic phrase of Jesus: 
  ‘the last will be first, and the first will be last.’ 
 
 
Maybe a disconcerting statement from those of us 
 Who live in the ‘first’ world. 
 
Now what we find in the reading itself 
 Is an odd description of fairness in God’s kingdom, 
  In Jesus’ story the God figure 
   Seems to be a miserable bookkeeper. 
 
Let’s get to that story. 
 
Jesus tells us a parable about a vineyard, 
 Meant to help us understand 
  How God’s reign operates, 
   Especially as it relates to our service. 
 
Let me share with you this summary, 
 Provided by New Testament scholar, Lewis Donelson: 
 
The opening scene in the parable  

is typical of Jesus’ parables  
and consistent with ancient farming.  

 
The owner of a vineyard goes out to hire day laborers.  
 
Hiring for such work would be done early in the morning.  

The owner and the laborers agree  
on a denarius for the day’s work…  

 
There is nothing in the parable  

that suggests that the agreement  
is unfair to either party.  

 
[But] A denarius a day [as scholars best imagine] 

 might support one person,  
not a family, at the level of minimal survival.  

 
By all accounts, day laborers  

lived hard and often short lives. 
 

After this familiar if somewhat grim opening scene,  
the parable becomes increasingly strange.  

 
With each moment the parable feels less like a story about farming,  

and the characters seem less  
to be an owner of a real vineyard  

and real farm laborers.  
 
The owner returns to the [marketplace] 

later in the morning and in the midafternoon,  
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discovers unemployed laborers,  

and promises to pay them “what is right (or just).”  
 

By all accounts this is unusual.  
We expect the owner to hire  

the necessary laborers in the morning.  
 
The feel of the parable is that he hires these laborers later in the day  

not because he needs them  
but simply because they are there.  

 
There is no agreement on a denarius  

but only upon “what is just.”  
 
 
The laborers, at this point,  

become vulnerable to the largesse  
or lack thereof of the owner. 

 
The next scene further increases the strangeness of the story.  
 
The owner returns to the [marketplace]  

almost at the end of daylight  
and encounters more idle laborers.  

 
The owner simply tells them to go into [his] vineyard  

without any promises of wages.  
 
The unusual behavior of the owner,  

the lack of agreement on a wage,  
and the timing of the event  

effectively focus the parable  
upon these “eleventh hour” laborers.  

 
We are told nothing about them,  

about why they were idle;  
we are simply told that they are hired  

with only one hour left of daylight. 
 
The parable then, somewhat awkwardly,  

stages a [reverse] payment sequence  
in order to intensify questions of justice and grace.  

 
The manager pays wages,  

beginning with the last and finishing with the first.  
Each of the first three receives a denarius.  

 
Those hired first are watching.  
 
They assume that the owner will be fair.  

Thus, they expect more than those hired at the end.  
When they too receive a denarius,  

they raise the question of justice.”i   
Most of us understand the complaint of the first workers. 
 Wages as we have experienced them  
  Are mostly based on skill and effort. 
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Those who have done more  

of the very same work 
  Should be paid more. 
 
And so it doesn’t seem fair what the landowner has done. 
 
And yet we must also remember  

that while the early morning workers negotiated for their wages, 
  those recruited later were simply promised 
   That they would be paid what is right, 
    while those at the end of the day  

were simply invited to work. 
 
When the early morning workers 
 Complain that they have been made equal 
  To those who had only put in a couple hours, 
   The landowner reminds them  

of their original agreement. 
 
He also asserts his freedom to be generous 
 To those he chooses. 
 
In the end it seems that the treatment wasn’t equal 
 Despite the fact that they each received a denarius. 
  At the same time,  

it seems that this treatment wasn’t unjust. 
 
PAUSE 
 
Do you expect equal treatment in God’s kingdom. 
 Do you measure your efforts  

against that of others. 
 
Many of you have heard of the 80/20 rule,  

also known as the Pareto Principle. 
 
The Pareto Principle argues that  

“80% of consequences come from 20% of the causes,  
asserting an unequal relationship  

between inputs and outputs.”ii 
 
This rule, this principle  

had been applied to many fields beyond economics.  
  People also talk about the 80/20 rule in the church: 
   How 80% of the work  

is don’t by 20% of the community. 
 
I don’t how much research has been done to verify this, 
 But it does have a ring of truth. 
 
 
If the church is a vineyard,  

it seem certain that some 
  have been getting up earlier 
   and putting in long shifts 
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While others are showing up just to take a stroll 
 And look at the grapes. 
  [for most of my own extended adolescence  
   I offered little service to my church communities, 
    But was simply a consumer…] 
 
As in today’s parable this activity 

can lead to concerns about equity 
  And the goodness of the landowner. 
 
It can also lead to friction among the workers: 
 Those who have been working hard for long hours 
  And those who have yet to put on a pair of gloves. 
 
But if we too are grumbling 
 about an unfair division of labour 
  How might Jesus, and his parable transform our thinking? 
 
I think that this is Jesus is inviting us to reflect on our service 
 And our expectations about this service. 
 
Are we serving God to get something: 
 The recognition of others, 
  The status of a position or title, 
   Some material benefit we can walk away with? 
 
 
Or are we just happy to have been invited 
 To work in this vineyard in the first place? 
 
If we read this parable carefully, 

 it seems that the landowner 
  Has been very deliberate in seeking labourers out. 
 
Can we simply celebrate the fact  

that we have too have been included 
 and joyfully work alongside others 
  despite different degrees of commitment? 

 
As one commentator has noted: 
 
Yes, the sacrifices of the apostles  

and others followers of Jesus will be honored by God,  
but the reward will so far outstrip the sacrifice  

that [in the end] it must be seen as sheer grace…  
 
None [of us] deserve the glorious future  

that God has prepared for [us].iii 
 
 
You might have heard recently  

that former president Jimmy Carter 
 entered hospice care. 

 
He’s had a long run. 
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“At 98, he's lived longer  

than any other former commander-in-chief.  
 
And his 42 years after leaving the White House  

means he has spent more time as an ex-president  
than anyone else.”iv 

 
So how did a man who was once  
 The most powerful person on the planet 
  Spend his years as an ex-president? 
 
Was sitting back and enjoying his accomplishments? 
 Maybe collecting fine art-work? 
  Or building a bigger home? 
 
[Since his retirement from public office]  

Carter [fought] childhoods diseases,  
Negotiate[d] peace,  

hammer[ed] nails for Habitat [for Humanity,]  
 
[he taught] Sunday school classes,  

and [mowed] grass and [scrubbed] toilets  
at his [small hometown] church.v 

 
Along with his wife  

he continued his labor in the vineyard, 
  Doing whatever was needed. 
 
Only God knows the heart 
 But I can only imagine  

that this sort of wholehearted commitment 
 and willingness to serve where needed 

    Was motivated by a sense of gratitude. 
 
Maybe instead of looking at others, 
 disparaging their commitment or productivity…  
 
We might instead marvel at the fact that  

we have been called,  
we have been recruited, 
 that God has entrusted us  

to serve in God’s kingdom… 
 
However you serve 
 May you do it joyfully 

Knowing that God is blessing you with life abundant 
   And unending eternal rewards. Amen. 

 
i Lewis R. Donelson, “Exegetical Perspective on Matthew 20:1–16,” in Feasting on the Word: Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary: Year A, ed. David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor , vol. 4 (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2011), 93–95. 
ii Team, The. "What Is the Pareto Principle—aka the Pareto Rule or 80/20 Rule?" Investopedia, 7 Apr. 2022, www.investopedia.com/terms/p/paretoprinciple.asp. 
iii Douglas R.A. Hare Matthew 231 
iv Elbeshbishi, Sarah. "'Still got some time in him': Former President Jimmy Carter doing well in hospice care, niece says." USA TODAY, 28 Feb. 2023, www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2023/02/27/former-president-jimmy-carter-hospice-care/11359174002. 
v Martin Thielen What's the Least I Can Believe and Still be a Christian? 104 


