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THE WONDERFUL UNFAIRNESS OF GOD 
 
 

 
 When author and religious scholar Fred Craddock was a seminary 
professor, he was invited by to be a guest preacher at the church where one of 
his students was a member.  He arrived early and was asked if he would like to 
lead the adult Sunday School class. 

Craddock graciously accepted the invitation, and he discovered that the 
weekly lesson was on Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son.  Since he had been 
spontaneously recruited for the task, Fred decided to be equally spontaneous in 
the way he approached this very familiar Bible story. 

Craddock invited the class to imagine that the story ended differently.  In 
his revised version, the prodigal son “came to himself” and decided to go home 
and seek his father’s mercy, even if it meant having to work as a slave in his 
father’s household.  As he got close to the house, he heard the sound of music 
and dancing.  He asked one of the servants what was going on, and the servant 
said, “Your father has killed the fatted calf and is throwing a big party for your 
older brother, because he has served him so faithfully for so many years.” 

Suddenly everyone heard a loud thud as a woman in the class slammed 
her fist on the table.  After an awkward silence, the woman looked around at 
everyone and said, “It should have happened that way!” 

In all honesty, it should have, right?  People should get what they deserve.  
That’s a foundational belief of our culture.  There’s no free lunch, my friend!  
Everyone needs to go out and earn their pay.  If you work hard and keep your 
nose to the grindstone, you should be rewarded; but if you royally screw up, or 
if you’re lazy and constantly slacking off and eventually find yourself homeless 
on some street corner, well, you made your own bed, now sleep in it! 

People should get what they deserve.  It’s only fair.  That’s why 
affirmative action policies in our schools and workplaces, which were put in 
place to help level the playing field for minorities in the face of prejudice and 
racism, have often been met with responses ranging from resistance to hostile 
opposition. 

That’s also why many people in the United States, including many 
Christians, favor capital punishment.  It’s not so much based on the argument  
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that the death penalty deters violent crime (studies have shown that it doesn’t), 
or the assurance that it’s administered fairly (which isn’t the case: more African 
Americans by far are sentenced to be executed than white Americans). 

Rather, capital punishment is accepted because we believe that, for the 
sake of fairness and justice, those who murder in cold blood deserve to die.  It’s 
in the Bible, right?  An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth! 

Our deeply-rooted belief that people should get what they deserve, good 
or bad, is the reason why stories like Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son, or this 
morning’s parable of the laborers in the vineyard, offend us.  When we hear 
them, we don’t understand what Jesus was getting at.  How could our Lord have 
gotten it so wrong?  Doesn’t Jesus understand real life?  We get peeved at him.  
We slam our fist on the table like the woman in that adult Bible Study class.  Our 
insides clench up and we want to yell at Jesus, “No!  That’s not how the world is 
supposed to work!” 

It’s interesting that such a short, simple story about some workers in a 
vineyard can stir up a storm of negative emotion in us.  The parable was set in 
Jesus’ day.  When the grapes were ripe enough, a vineyard owner needed extra 
workers to harvest them quickly, before they went bad and were unsellable.  
That’s why the vineyard owner went to the marketplace early in the morning, 
where unemployed men waited around, hoping they would be hired for the day. 

A deal was struck with some workers, who agreed to the usual wage of 
one denarius for a full day’s work, from sunrise to sunset.  But the vineyard 
owner was so concerned that the harvest wouldn’t get done that day, he 
returned to the marketplace for more workers at 9 a.m., noon, 3 o’clock, and 
finally 5 o’clock, one hour before the end of the workday.  The owner promised 
to pay all the workers “whatever is right.” 

At the end of the day, the vineyard owner ordered that everyone be paid, 
beginning with the last and going to the first.  The workers who had been hired 
last and worked for only an hour received a denarius, the normal full day’s 
wage.  They hit the jackpot!  Understandably, the workers who were hired first 
assumed that they would receive more than a full day’s wage.  But they ended 
up receiving only what they had been promised and no more, even after 
working all day long in the hot sun. 

Were they disappointed? 
That’s an understatement.  They were upset.  Angry.  They “grumbled” 

about the unfairness of the vineyard owner in treating the other laborers who 
had barely broken a sweat equally, on the same level as them, as though they 
had put in a full shift.  How dare the owner pay those one-hour workers the very 
same wage as those who had spent the entire day harvesting his grapes! 
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The workers who were in the vineyard all day were offended, even though 

they hadn’t been cheated or victimized in any way.  And that’s the important 
thing to remember.  The vineyard owner had treated the full day workers fairly.  
He didn’t shortchange them.  As the owner himself said, “Friend, I am doing you 
no wrong.  Didn’t you agree to work for me and be paid the usual daily wage?” 

“Yeah, but . . . . I mean . . . .  You paid them the same amount you paid us!  
Not fair!  Not fair!”  So, the beef with the vineyard owner wasn’t that he had paid 
the all-day workers too little.  It was that he had paid the other workers who 
didn’t work as long too much!  That’s what was so offensive to them. 

The church community Matthew was writing his Gospel for would have 
been offended by this parable of Jesus.  Matthew’s church was made up largely of 
first-generation Jewish Christians, foundational members who had been thrown 
out of their synagogues and had witnessed the destruction of the Temple.  They 
had labored long and hard in the vineyard, so-to-speak, and now they found the 
church they had labored and suffered for from the beginning opening its doors to 
new Gentile, or non-Jewish, converts to the Christian faith. 

To make matters worse, those Gentile converts, who hadn’t been followers 
of Jesus for very long, were becoming a major influence in the church.  It’s not 
hard to imagine the first-generation Christians “grumbling” and saying, in effect, 
“These people worked for only an hour, and you have made them equal to us who 
have worked the entire day and endured the scorching heat!” 

Here’s the thing, my friends.  The unpleasantness of this parable of Jesus is 
unresolvable.  If the way we view life under God’s heaven is through the prism of 
rigid, inflexible “fairness,” this story will always stick in our craws.  But, if we look 
at this story with eyes of faith, it draws our attention toward a greater divine 
truth than the humanly-conceived belief that people should only get what they 
deserve. 

And that greater divine truth can be glimpsed in the question the owner of 
the vineyard asked the grumbling, complaining workers: “Am I not allowed to do 
what I choose with what belongs to me?  Or are you envious because I’m 
generous?”  Through the vineyard owner in this story, Jesus invites us to hear God 
ask the same rhetorical question when we grumble and complain about God’s 
unfairness in blessing those whom we feel don’t deserve God’s blessing.  “Am I 
not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me?  Or are you envious 
because I am generous?” 

Sometimes it’s difficult to accept that the God who created us, who gave us 
life in all its splendor, and who will one day bless us with eternal life in God’s 
kingdom, is free to act in ways that may not meet our standards of “fairness.”  
The fact of the matter is that it’s God prerogative to do whatever God chooses  
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in bestowing the blessings God decides to give.  But instead of taking offense at 
and resenting God’s generosity toward others whom we deem to be unworthy, 
what if we understood God’s freedom to bless anyone God wants however God 
wants as a wonderful kind of unfairness? 

A number of years ago, the Sultan of Brunei, who at that time was 
believed to be the richest man in the world, attended a conference in Cyprus.  
After his five-day stay in a hotel there, he was especially appreciative of the 
service he received, so he left a tip of 1,700 hundred dollar bills—or $170,000!  
The owner of the hotel struggled with the challenge of how to distribute such a 
large gift.  In the end, he decided to divide the tip equally among all 320 
employees.  Every single worker at the hotel received a tip of $531.00. 

That sounds like a cause for celebration among those employees, right?  It 
wasn’t.  There was a lot of grumbling and complaining from those workers at the 
hotel who actually served the sultan: the porters who had carried his luggage, 
the maids who had cleaned his room, the waiters who had served him his meals 
in the hotel restaurant—not to mention the concierge and the hotel manager 
who had positions of authority over the others. 

Many of the employees who received a portion of the Sultan’s generous 
tip had never even laid eyes on the sultan.  Some of those who did see him 
never did anything for him.  Other employees were off sick or had gone on 
vacation for those five days.  But it didn’t matter.  They all got $531.00—which 
was undoubtedly the biggest tip any of them had ever received before or would 
ever receive again.  But some of those employees, instead of celebrating their 
good fortune, found reason to “grumble” because others who had worked less 
than they did had received the same reward that they got. 

That was the result when the possibly richest man in the world decided to 
give an enormous tip.  The sultan wasn’t the least bit concerned about making 
change for 1700 hundred dollar bills and deciding who deserved a bigger tip 
than someone else.  He simply and liberally gave a very generous gift, which he 
had every right to do.  And the hotel owner who made the decision as to how to 
divide up that very generous gift was also free to do what he chose with the gift 
he had been put in charge of distributing.   

You might call what happened a wonderful, unexpected act of unfairness! 
Just before Matthew told this parable of the laborers in the field, he 

recorded a story about a rich young man who wasn’t able to give up his wealth 
to follow Jesus.  After the young man went away grieving, Jesus told his disciples 
how difficult it was for those who were rich to enter the kingdom of God, but 
that all things are possible with God. 

Peter then said, “Lord, we have left everything and followed you.  What  
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then will we get as a reward?” 

In response to Peter’s bold but understandable question, Jesus said the 
twelve apostles will have twelve “thrones,” or positions of authority, and rule at 
Jesus’ side.  But Jesus went on to say that everyone who has left everything to 
follow him will receive all of it back a hundred times over, and will also receive 
the gift of eternal life. 

He followed up those words with the parable of the workers in the 
vineyard, as if to say, “You will be blessed beyond imagination—but so will other 
people who you probably will think don’t deserve it as much as you.” 

So, this parable of Jesus confronts us with a stark but obvious truth: that 
God never said we would be given the gift of eternal life because we earned it 
working many hours in God’s vineyard.  God gives that gift to us simply because 
God loves us.  We might work in the vineyard all day—or work in the church all 
our lives—but in the end, we aren’t going to receive any greater reward than 
others who may have worked for a much shorter time, but whom God wants to 
reward, as well. 

Of course, the other side of the coin is that we won’t receive any less of a 
reward than others who have worked longer than we have, either.  We’re all 
going to be paid the same. 

God’s payment system is called divine grace.  And the bottom line is, 
God’s grace is inherently unfair.  It’s not based on merit; it doesn’t depend on 
how many hours we work in the vineyard, but only on God’s immeasurable, 
steadfast love for us. 

So I hope we will look at this parable of the workers in the vineyard from 
the perspective of how wonderful God’s unfairness is.  Because when it comes 
to God, we never get what we really deserve.  And for that I give God thanks and 
praise, because I realize that if I got what I truly deserved, I would be in a whole 
lot of trouble! 

Yes, it’s a blessing and very good news that God is unfair.  When Christ 
came into the world for you, for me, for all of us, it freed God to pay us a lot 
more than we actually earned working in the vineyard; and it also freed God to 
dock our pay a lot less than we deserve to be docked. 

You see, the gift God yearns to give, and offers so graciously, isn’t for 
those who deserve it; it’s for all of broken and needy humankind.  And the only 
right and appropriate response to God’s unfair generosity is gratitude and joy 
for the invitation our loving and benevolent God extends, even if it’s late in the 
day, when God says to us, “You also go into the vineyard.” 

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


