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Matthew 20:1-16 

Jesus said, “The kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the 
morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. After agreeing with the laborers for the 
usual daily wage, he sent them into his vineyard. When he went out about nine 
o’clock, he saw others standing idle in the marketplace; and he said to them, 
‘You also go into the vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.’ So they went. 
When he went out again about noon and about three o’clock, he did the same. 
And about five o’clock he went out and found others standing around; and he 
said to them, ‘Why are you standing here idle all day?’ They said to him, 
‘Because no one has hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard.’ 
When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager, ‘Call the 
laborers and give them their pay, beginning with the last and then going to the 
first.’ When those hired about five o’clock came, each of them received the usual 
daily wage. Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but 
each of them also received the usual daily wage. And when they received it, they 
grumbled against the landowner, 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.’ But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong; 
did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage? Take what belongs to you 
and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you. Am I not allowed to 
do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am 
generous?’ So the last will be first, and the first will be last.” 
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We humans develop a finely tuned radar for fairness at an early age. Before we 
can add two plus two, we can measure the number of cookies on a plate and 
determine, down to the crumb, whether someone else got more. 

If you grew up watching A Charlie Brown Christmas, you may remember Sally 

Brown's lengthy letter to Santa which ended with: "But if that's too much to carry, 

just send cash." When Charlie Brown groans, she snaps, "All I want is my fair 

share. All I want is what I have coming to me." 

There it is: the human condition in one cartoon quote. 

This fixation with fairness follows us into adulthood. As children, we counted 

Christmas gifts. As adults, we count opportunities, recognition, wealth, power, 

and possessions. 

Our culture reinforces this, propelled by economic disparity, unabashed political 

corruption, and injustice woven into systems meant to protect us. 

It's no wonder our fairness radar is constantly pinging like a smoke alarm with a 

dying battery. 

Have you noticed that our fairness radar is sharpest when we feel deprived? We 

rarely complain when unfairness benefits us. In fact, we may eagerly receive it as 

a blessing or a sign of God's grace. 

And this is where things get mixed up. What we consider "fair" may simply be 

privilege wrapped up with a bow. We confuse privilege with blessing, blessing 

with grace, and grace with "I must be doing something right in God’s eyes." 

Before long, we've tied ourselves into knots and mistaken human advantage for 

God's approval. 

But privilege is neither fair nor a sign of divine blessing. It is the result of social, 

economic, and historical forces that favor some over others. 

Think about privileges many of us take for granted: 

• Access to good schools for our children or grandchildren. 

• Jobs that allow us to save for retirement.  

• Living in neighborhoods where streets are safe and parks are clean.  

• Healthcare coverage that actually covers things.  

• The ability to enter stores, workplaces, or neighborhoods without 

suspicion. 
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These are not signs of God's special favor. They are systemic advantages, and 

many people do not enjoy them. 

Which is exactly why Jesus spends so much time stretching our understanding of 

fairness, blessing, and grace. 

So what exactly is grace? 

Grace is the radical, unconditional love of God. Grace is not earned and cannot 

be lost. 

Grace is God's stubborn insistence that every human being carries inherent 

worth. It is God's refusal to participate in the hierarchies we build based on race, 

gender, sexuality, wealth, education, or social status. 

Grace is God saying, "You are beloved, not because of what you've done or 

where you are from, but because of who I am." 

Privilege, by contrast, is created by human systems and the ways societies 

distribute power. It benefits some at the expense of others, often goes unnoticed 

by those who possess it, and creates artificial hierarchies of human value. 

Confusing privilege with grace is not just a mistake; it turns God's unconditional 

love into an opaque system of rewards and punishments. 

Scripture is clear: God does not favor one gender, race, class, or nation over 

another. The prophets and Jesus consistently challenge systems of privilege and 

bring to the center those who are marginalized, poor, overlooked, and left out. 

God's grace breaks down the walls human privilege builds up. 

One way grace stretches us is by cultivating empathy. Grace teaches us to see 

another person's humanity, even when our selfish priorities tell us to measure 

and compare. 

And this is exactly what Jesus is doing in the parable of the laborers in the 

vineyard. 

The story is simple. A vineyard owner hires workers at dawn for the usual wage. 

As the day goes on, he realizes the harvest is not progressing quickly enough, so 

he keeps hiring more workers, even an hour before quitting time. 
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Jesus lingers over those last workers. Were they unreliable? Excluded? 

Overlooked? We don't know, and he leaves the question open. 

Then he turns the story upside-down: the one-hour workers are paid first, and 

they receive the same wage as those who worked twelve hours. 

We all know the look of someone who feels cheated: the pursed lips, the 

sideways glance, the rising indignation. Imagine the early workers staring at their 

single denarius and whispering, "This is so unfair!" 

The vineyard owner reminds them that he has cheated no one. Their anger is not 

about unfairness; it is about grace, about generosity shown to someone else. 

Jesus' story makes no economic sense, especially in a world where wages are 

stagnant, housing is unaffordable, and families struggle to make ends meet. But 

Jesus is not giving a lesson in labor policy. He is revealing the nature of God’s 

grace. 

Grace cannot be calculated. 

Grace is not earned. 

Grace is not about finishing first or last. 

Grace is almost always a surprise. 

This does not mean Jesus discourages us from seeking justice or advocating for 

fair wages. Quite the opposite. Christians are called to confront injustice, 

especially when systems privilege the powerful and punish the vulnerable. 

But Jesus warns us not to become so consumed with getting "my fair share" that 

we fail to recognize grace when it appears. If we are always tallying what we 

lack, we will never see what God is giving. 

There is nothing we can do to make God love us more and nothing we can do to 

make God love us less. Grace means empathy becomes part of our spiritual 

DNA. 

And here is where the church becomes a living witness to grace. When we serve 

the poor, support food banks, shelters, and programs for underserved 

populations, we embody grace in tangible ways. 
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When we stand up against injustice, abuse of power, and cruelty, we show 

ourselves to be a community that actually follows Jesus: one where generosity is 

not measured, compassion is not rationed, empathy is practiced daily, and the 

vulnerable are not left behind. 

In a world marked by immense privilege, economic anxiety, and political 

corruption, the church must be a place where grace is practiced, shared, and 

multiplied. 

Grace grows when it is given away. 

Grace expands when we join our gifts together. 

Grace becomes abundant when we trust that God's future is larger than our 

selfish imaginations. 

And when we live this way, we discover something remarkable: grace is not fair 

at all. 

It is far better than fair. It is abundant, overflowing, free, and freeing. Thanks be 

to God for that. Amen. 

 


