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Grace Isn’t Fair!
By Pastor Donald Neidigk
Matthew 20:1-16
Series A, Pentecost 17, September 20, 2026
Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity? Matthew 20:15
	Kids are into what’s fair.  If I have one big candy bar and three grandchildren to share it with, they are going to make sure each one gets exactly the same size piece.  If one kid gets one piece that looks a little bigger than another kid’s, the other kid is going to say, “That’s not fair!”  
The solution I’ve found to the problem is to have one kid cut the candy bar, and let the others choose which piece they want.  You never saw such precisely cut even sizes when you do it that way.  That’s the way things are in the kingdom of this world.  Everything has to be fair.
But the kingdom of heaven is not like the kingdom of this world.  It’s values are SO different.  As Christians, we’re subjects of the kingdom of heaven right now.  It’s not just something we’re looking forward to.  We’re in it now, and we look forward to being in it forever.  That means that this life is just practice for that perfect world that’s coming. We have a lot to learn before it arrives. Like what we learn in today’s Gospel lesson.
Earlier, the disciples had asked Jesus, “Who is greatest in the kingdom of heaven?”  Jesus replies by having a little child stand among them and saying, “Whoever humbles himself like this child is greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” (18:4) In other words, a child who might be least important to us, is most important to God.
Then Peter asks Jesus, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?”  Jesus answers, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.” (18:21-22) The kingdom of this world might think Peter’s suggestion of forgiving his brother seven times is generous.  But in the kingdom of heaven, forgiveness is limitless; it’s times without number.
Just before today’s parable, a rich young man asks Jesus what he still needs to do to inherit eternal life.  He says he’s kept all the commandments. Jesus tells him, “Go, sell your possessions, give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven.  Then, come follow me.”  The man doesn’t want to do that. He goes away looking sad. (19:21-22) According to the world’s values, acquiring stuff and getting ahead is what’s important.  In the kingdom of heaven, giving it away is more important.  
So, the values of the kingdom of this world and the values of the kingdom of God are very different.  It’s a difference made crystal clear in Jesus’ parable.  It’s a scene from everyday life.  A farmer needs hands to work in his vineyard. So, bright and early in the morning he goes into town, hires whomever he can find and puts them to work.  He promises to pay them “whatever is right.”  Later we learn that what’s right was one denarius.  He does this again at 9 am, noon, 3 pm and 5 pm, just one hour before quitting time.  At 6 pm he calls the workers in, lines them up and gives the last ones hired one denarius.  
A denarius was a silver coin about the size of a dime.  At today’s price of silver, a denarius was worth about $5.  That was actually very generous pay.  Until the early 1900’s the working man’s daily wage in America was $1. Henry Ford upped that to $5 a day and upset the whole labor market with his generosity.
So, in the story, the last workers hired put in only 1 hour and got paid 5 bucks.  When the workers who’d put in a full day saw this, they assumed they’d get paid much more, maybe $60.  But when the farmer got to them, they got paid exactly the same, one denarius, 5 bucks.  
Boy, were they steamed! “These last [ones hired worked]only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat!” they complain.  The farmer is very reasonable.  He replies, “Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you not agree with me for a denarius?  Take what belongs to you and go. I choose to give to this last worker as I give to you. Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity?” (20:13-15)
This is a picture of grace, God’s undeserved favor.  In the kingdom of heaven, God blesses all who have faith in his Son Jesus Christ with exactly the same gifts.  All who trust Christ receive the forgiveness of sins, the gift of righteousness, the Holy Spirit in their lives, and eternal life. These blessings are yours whether you become a Christian on your death bed, or whether you were baptized into Christ as a child, served him all your life, have been faithful in church, and gave generously of your income.
But that’s not fair! Of course it’s not fair.  But grace is not about fairness.  It’s about God’s gracious gifts to sinners.  Because we’re sinners none of us deserves anything from God.  We’re so far in debt to sin it’s impossible for us to pay what we owe.  None of us has what it takes to redeem ourselves.  So, God does it for us, at the cross, by grace.
All God’s gifts are free to you and me because someone else has paid for them.  That’s Jesus.  Working in the heat of the day for 12 hours as the workers in the story did is nothing compared to the burden of our sin Jesus took with him to the cross.  It’s nothing compared to the wrath of God poured out on God’s innocent Son in our place.  
Grace is free to us because Jesus paid the price.  There’s an old acrostic that helps us understand Grace. It’s this: G-R-A-C-E, God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense.  Jesus died for sinners who haven’t earned anything from God.  By faith in Jesus, we all move to the head of the line.
As a pastor, I’ve done dozens of funerals.  Before I do a funeral, I like to visit with the family and learn all I can about the loved one who has died.  I try to get a picture of who this person really was.  Often the family will list all the good things their loved one did and want me to talk about it in my sermon.  And that’s perfectly ok. I want to do that. 
But something else I often hear in these visits is that the family thinks their loved one is in heaven because of all the good things their loved one did.  And that of course is not what the gospel of grace teaches us at all.  Grace is not about doing so many good things that God welcomes us into heaven.  Grace is about us being sinners who don’t deserve heaven no matter how many good things we do.  
Recently Dolly Parton died.  She was loved by most Americans.  Since then, I’ve seen pictures of Dolly Parton being welcomed into heaven.  Maybe she’s in heaven.  Maybe not.  I have no idea.  But just because Dolly Parton was a beloved entertainer and generally a wholesome and kind person doesn’t mean she was saved.  Grace is about being forgiven and declared righteous by God for Jesus’ sake, through faith alone. It’s not about how many good works we’ve done or how popular we are. 
Years ago, I met an old cowboy in a nursing home.  His name was Jim.  He was 100 years old.  I visited Jim off and on for about a year.  When I first visited with Jim, he would try to convince me of what a fine upstanding person he was. Eventually, I got tired of hearing this. One day I told him, “Jim, you know that’s not true.”  He replied, “You’re right, it’s not.”  Then he told me about his real self.  He’d actually shot and killed a man and hadn’t lived a good life at all.  That’s when I got to share with him what grace was all about.  
I hope to see Dolly in heaven.  I’m pretty sure Jim is there.  But if any of us is saved it’s not our own doing.  It’s all because of God’s grace. GRACE: God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense.  Grace, it’s not fair.  Thank God it’s not!  We close with this:
Nothing in my hand I bring, 
simply to Thy cross I cling.
Naked, come to Thee for dress, 
Helpless, look to Thee for grace;  
Foul, I to the fountain fly; 
Wash me Savior, or I die.  Amen.
(From LSB # 761, Augustus Toplady, public domain)
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Isaiah 55:6-9
6 “Seek the LORD while he may be found;
    call upon him while he is near;
7 let the wicked forsake his way,
    and the unrighteous man his thoughts;
let him return to the LORD, that he may have compassion on him,
    and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon.
8 For my thoughts are not your thoughts,
    neither are your ways my ways, declares the LORD.
9 For as the heavens are higher than the earth,
    so are my ways higher than your ways
    and my thoughts than your thoughts.
Philippians 1:12-14, 19-30
12 I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel, 13 so that it has become known throughout the whole imperial guard[b] and to all the rest that my imprisonment is for Christ. 14 And most of the brothers, having become confident in the Lord by my imprisonment, are much more bold to speak the word without fear. …
19 for I know that through your prayers and the help of the Spirit of Jesus Christ this will turn out for my deliverance, 20 as it is my eager expectation and hope that I will not be at all ashamed, but that with full courage now as always Christ will be honored in my body, whether by life or by death. 21 For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain. 22 If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful labor for me. Yet which I shall choose I cannot tell. 23 I am hard pressed between the two. My desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better. 24 But to remain in the flesh is more necessary on your account. 25 Convinced of this, I know that I will remain and continue with you all, for your progress and joy in the faith, 26 so that in me you may have ample cause to glory in Christ Jesus, because of my coming to you again.
27 Only let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that whether I come and see you or am absent, I may hear of you that you are standing firm in one spirit, with one mind striving side by side for the faith of the gospel, 28 and not frightened in anything by your opponents. This is a clear sign to them of their destruction, but of your salvation, and that from God. 29 For it has been granted to you that for the sake of Christ you should not only believe in him but also suffer for his sake, 30 engaged in the same conflict that you saw I had and now hear that I still have.

Matthew 20:1-16
“For the kingdom of heaven is like a master of a house who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. 2 After agreeing with the laborers for a denarius a day, he sent them into his vineyard. 3 And going out about the third hour he saw others standing idle in the marketplace, 4 and to them he said, ‘You go into the vineyard too, and whatever is right I will give you.’ 5 So they went. Going out again about the sixth hour and the ninth hour, he did the same. 6 And about the eleventh hour he went out and found others standing. And he said to them, ‘Why do you stand here idle all day?’ 7 They said to him, ‘Because no one has hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You go into the vineyard too.’ 8 And when evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, ‘Call the laborers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last, up to the first.’ 9 And when those hired about the eleventh hour came, each of them received a denarius. 10 Now when those hired first came, they thought they would receive more, but each of them also received a denarius. 11 And on receiving it they grumbled at the master of the house, 12 saying, ‘These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.’ 13 But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you not agree with me for a denarius? 14 Take what belongs to you and go. I choose to give to this last worker as I give to you. 15 Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity?’  16 So the last will be first, and the first last.”




