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LIFE ISN’T FAIR 
CMBC June 23, 2013                                                                           Matthew 20:1 – 16 

 

Have you ever thought that life was not fair? 
You never get the breaks 
You never get the recognition for what you do 
 
In this parable, Jesus helps us to understand why it seems to us at times that 
life isn’t fair. 
 
Jesus told this parable after his conversation with the Rich Young Ruler, who 
walked away sadly when Jesus told him he needed to sell everything, give it 
to the poor and then follow Jesus. 
 
He thought his significance to God was in the wealth he was smart enough to 
attain. 
 
Jesus said it was difficult for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. 
 
Then the disciples said, “Well we have left everything.” 
They ran the risk of seeing that they were really significant to God in that they 
were really committed. 
 
Then Jesus told this parable to help them understand how God measured 
importance in the Kingdom of Heaven. 
 
1. Jesus’ realistic story of life 

a. In Israel the grape harvest ripens near the end of September, just 
before the heavy fall rains, rains which will ruin the grape crop if they 
are still out on the vine. 

b. Getting the grapes in is urgent business – a frantic race against time 
c. What happened in this parable happened every year 
d. The landowner went out early to hire workers 
e. The working day started at 6:00 in the morning and ended at 6:00 in 

the evening 
i. So the 3rd hour was 9:00 a.m. 
ii. The 6th hour was 12:00 noon 
iii. The 9th hour was 3:00 p.m. 
iv. The 11 hour was 5:00 p.m. 

f. He went to the Market Place 
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i. This is where the seasonal workers gathered to wait to be hired 
g. Seasonal workers were worse off than slaves 

i. Their livelihood depended upon a few days in a month of work 
ii. They had no guarantee for work or for where their next meal was 

coming from 
iii. Old Testament law said that these needed to be paid at the end of 

each day 
iv. They couldn’t wait until the end of the month or the end of the 

season 
v. They lived from day to day 

h. The landowner hired what he could at 6 a.m. with a contract of a 
denarius – a typical days wage 
i. Then again at 9, 12 noon, 3, 5 

 
i. At the end of the day he paid the later workers first 

i. He paid them a denarius, a whole days wage for just one hour of 
work 

ii. The workers who had worked all day were suddenly jubilant 
expecting to get more than a denarius for their work 

iii. But they received only what had been contracted and started 
grumbling 

20:11 - 12  When they received their pay, they protested to 
the owner, [12]  ‘Those people worked only one hour, and yet 
you’ve paid them just as much as you paid us who worked all 
day in the scorching heat.’  

iv. The landowner answered  
20:13  ‘Friend, I haven’t been unfair! Didn’t you agree to work 
all day for the usual wage?  

v. Is this fair? 
 

2. Our struggle with getting fair treatment 
a. We struggle with what is fair, with our rights 

i. Why did he get the breaks? 
ii. How come they are getting all the attention? 
iii. Why did he get the recognition? I did all the work. 

 
b. We even struggle with God about what is fair 

i. Why would God? 
ii. Why wouldn’t God? 
iii. Why did God let this person die? 
iv. How come God healed that person and not me? I am a better 

follower of Jesus. 
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v. How come God blessed that person to be so well off? 
 

3. God’s view of what is fair 
a. God evaluates our work by the spirit it is done in 

i. It goes back to the question of who is the greatest 
ii. It is not our “spiritual” works but our attitude, our spirit 

 
b. Peter had asked the question 

i. 19:27 Peter answered him, “We have left everything to follow you! 
What then will there be for us?”  

ii. This came from the response Jesus saying that it was hard for a 
rich person to enter into the kingdom of heaven 
1. Or a good person with a great personality, who feels they 

doesn’t need to be punishment for sin 
2. A talented person who doesn’t need God’s help 

 
iii. So Peter asked, “What do we get out of it? We left everything.” 

 
c. Jesus answered: 

 19:28 – 30  “I tell you the truth, at the renewal of all things, when 
the Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you who have followed 
me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of 
Israel. [29]  And everyone who has left houses or brothers or 
sisters or father or mother * or children or fields for my sake will 
receive a hundred times as much and will inherit eternal life. [30]  
But many who are first will be last, and many who are last will be 
first.  

i. We do get something! But even then we can have the wrong 
motive. 

ii. Our motivation is a commitment to God, a dependence on the 
grace of God. 
 

4. Benefiting from the graciousness of God 
a. Everything we get is by the grace of God 
b. We cannot earn what God gives us no matter how long we are in the 

vineyard, or how good we are we are. 
c. We get rewards, but God gives out of grace, not reward 

 
5. Coming to terms with what seems unfair 

a. We don’t know the whole story or what is happening in the heart 
b. God will be fair with you 
c. It will only become completely  clear in eternity 
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d. What is happening in your life today is God’s plan to prepare you for 
eternity and the grace that He has for you 

e. Why are you following God? Why are you serving God? 
 

f. Jesus concludes, “So the first will be last and the last will be first.” 
i. Those with lots of talent and serving up front may be serving for 

the glory they get. But in God’s valuation, he is looking for what is 
in the heart, and the person in the background may have a greater 
Godly ministry than the person up front. 
 

ii. But maybe we think, “I don’t have much to offer. I am insignificant. 
God won’t really miss me.” 
1. That is as wrong at the first.  
2. You are significant to God and he wants you to have an 

attitude that recognizes His grace to you. 
 

g. Here is what our focus should be: 
Colossians 3:3 – 4 For you died, and your life is now hidden with 
Christ in God. [4]  When Christ, who is your * life, appears, then 
you also will appear with him in glory.  
 

6. A word to late responders  
a. Do you think it is too late for you? You are too old? God will never 

accept you now? Coming to him in the last moment of your life is too 
late. 

b. Never! Now is the time to follow Jesus 
c. Now is the time to serve Jesus 

 


