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Barbara Brown Taylor suggests that “the parable of the laborers in the vineyard is a little like 
cod liver oil: you know Jesus is right; you know it must be good for you, but that does not make it any 
easier to swallow. Along with the parable of the prodigal son, today’s parable is one of those stories 
of forgiveness so radical that it offends, because it seems to reward those who have done the least 
while it sends those who have worked the hardest to the end of the line. 

“‘So the last will be first and the first last,’ Jesus says, scrambling the usual order of things, 
challenging the sacred assumption by which most of us live our lives, namely, that the front of the line 
is the place to be, that the way to win God’s attention is the be the best person, the hardest worker, 
the first one into the vineyard in the morning and the last one to leave at night. Only according to 
today’s reading, where that will get you is exactly nowhere. According to the parable of the laborers 
in the vineyard, those at the end of the line will not only be paid as much as those at the front; they 
will also be paid first. It is just not fair.”1 You wonder what Jesus was thinking. This parable offends 
our sensibilities. Our society doesn’t work this way. What business could survive if those who came 
to work at the end of the day and did the least were paid the same as those who arrived early and 
worked all day? Who would get the work done? It is outrageous to think that everyone should get the 
same pay regardless of the time or conditions. Isn’t that part of the reason the Soviet Union eventually 
failed? What was Jesus thinking? 

It might help to see where this parable fits with the rest of the story. In the preceding chapter 
Peter asks Jesus what they can expect in return for their loyalty to Jesus. They have left everything and 
followed Jesus. What then will they have? Jesus says that they will sit on thrones and inherit eternal 
life, but “many who are first will be last and the last will be first.” And then he tells the parable.  
Following this story, the mother of James and John asks that Jesus give her sons the best thrones in 
the kingdom, on either side of Jesus and Jesus explains that she doesn’t know what she is asking 
because his throne is a cross. On either side of this parable, the disciples have been jockeying for 
position; they have been placing themselves at the front of the line, and expecting the rewards that go 
with that position. So Jesus tells a story. A landowner hired workers for his vineyard early in the 
morning and promised to pay them the usual daily wage. By nine in the morning it was clear that they 
needed help getting the work done, so he went back and found some additional workers and went 
back again at noon and three for more, promising to pay them what was right. Finally at five he hired 
some more workers who had been idle all day. When evening came, he called the workers and 
beginning with the last, he gave them the usual daily wage. Of course those who had worked all day 
saw what the late comers were paid, and heard their excitement, and they began to get excited 
themselves. They expected a hefty wage, but then all they got was the same daily wage, and they 
grumbled, they were angry, because the landowner had made the late comers equal to those who had 
borne the burden of the day. But the landowner replied, “We agreed to your pay beforehand.  It’s my 
money; I can do what I want with it.  Are you envious because I am generous?” Well, you know they 
are. They are envious and they are angry. Equal pay for equal work is fair; equal pay for unequal work 
is not. It isn’t fair. 

We all know ways that the world isn’t fair.  It isn’t fair that women in this country get paid less 
than men for equal work. It isn’t fair that the best people, the people who are forever giving of 
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themselves in so many ways, helping others, lending a hand, are the ones who seem to run into so 
much suffering. It isn’t fair that the parents whom we know to be extraordinarily loving and patient 
and kind and honorable and compassionate have a child who goes terribly astray. Life so often is not 
fair, which is why we want God to be. What was Jesus thinking? 

Part of our problem may have to do with how we define fairness. Professor Leander Keck 
suggests that sometimes “the demand for fairness can be an expression of self-delusion. We 
sometimes demand fairness because we believe that we deserve more. I never heard of anyone 
demanding fairness who did not think that if he got it he would gain. Somehow it doesn’t occur to us 
that fairness might bring us less than we have, that a truly rigorous and impartial justice will find us 
on the short end of the stick. We assume that if God is good, [God] will be fair, and if [God] is fair 
we will come out ahead because we deserve more. ...On the other hand, few of us identify with those 
who were hired near quitting time and got paid more than they earned. These are [those] who expected 
fairness but benefited from goodness, from a sheer generosity that ignored achievement. Yet in 
countless ways, big and small, this is who we are. If life were totally a matter of strict fairness, it would 
scarcely be tolerable. Who wants to receive back from others--our roommates, husbands or wives, 
parents or siblings--exactly what we gave them? Is not life made tolerable, and sometimes joyous, by 
the fact that those closest to us overlook our tart words, ignore what is said in times of fatigue and 
bad moods, set aside the deeds that hurt? Is this not what love and compassion are all about?”2 

Perhaps we ought to see ourselves among those hired near quitting time, who get more than 
they deserve, who are treated according to God’s goodness and not our understanding of fairness. As 
Professor Keck continues, “Suppose we believed in the goodness of God!  Suppose this parable had 
the power to bug us until we began to move away from demanding God’s fairness toward celebrating 
[God’s] goodness.  What difference would it make if we believed that God’s goodness was not metered 
out on the basis of fairness but of love?”3 

We would discover what Paul understood, that God is for us, whether we win, lose, or draw, 
and that God is for us because God wants to be, not because we maneuver God into paying us off.  
Our relationship to God doesn’t depend on our goodness but rather on God’s. We could also be 
liberated from the delusions with which we understand whatever goodness we do have. As Keck says 
we no longer need to insist on how much we deserve because we can see that our goodness is such a 
mixed bag.  “Much of it comes from all sorts of motives and impulses; a good deal of it is the result 
of other people’s influence on us, more of a gift than an accomplishment of our own. Once we stop 
demanding that we be rewarded fairly, we are free to see ourselves accurately for the first time, and 
not fear that the truth will destroy us. We can accept our failure, our weakness and vulnerability 
because we know we do not have to be successful in order to keep God positively disposed toward 
us.”4  And maybe we will also be able to see others in a new way. If we could trust more fully God’s 
amazing grace, then maybe we could stop suggesting that those less fortunate than us are in the mess 
they are in because they deserve to be. Maybe we could stop being jealous of those more fortunate 
than us, because they no longer would threaten our sense of self worth. Maybe, as Keck says finally, 
we could “rejoice with those who rejoice...because our relative fortunes would no longer be an index 
of what either of us deserves.  If we believed in the goodness of God, we would accept the fact that 
[God] sends the sunshine and rain on good and bad alike, and we would cease thinking that the sinners 
deserve either a drought or a flood.” 

The point of this parable is that God isn’t fair; God is good.  We are invited to live by God’s 
grace, to live a life “in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ,” and that has nothing to do with what 
we’ve done and everything to do with who God is. It is a kind of heavenly economics. The experiences 
that come our way say nothing about what we deserve, for we all of us live by the grace and goodness 
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of God who gives us more than we could ever possibly earn. It’s not about us; it’s about God and 
God isn’t fair, thank God! 
 
Let us pray: Help us dear God to believe in your goodness instead of insisting on your fairness, that 
we might be liberated at the center of our lives to live by your grace; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  
Amen.  
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