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Today’s readings from Jonah and Matthew are nice segues from last week’s 
theme of forgiveness.  Last week, I discussed a little bit about why forgiveness 
seems to be so hard for us.  One of the reasons certainly is that it offends our 
sense of fairness.  We tend to have this visceral feeling that in forgiving someone 
who has wronged us, we are letting them “get off” somehow.  We’d often rather 
nurse our sense of indignation and wait for our chance to even the score a little.  
Our understanding of what fairness is tends to be as imperfect as we are, 
however.  Often, we are just like the servant in last week’s parable who somehow 
thought that he was entitled to have his debt forgiven, but the people who owed 
him money ought to pay every last dime. 

We humans seem to develop our own individual understandings of fairness very 
early on in our lives.  When we had kids growing up, “that’s just not fair!” was 
certainly in contention to be the most uttered phrase in our house.  We can’t 
always be fair as parents.  Gillian and I always tried not to be blatantly unfair, but 
at times it seems almost impossible to be fair.  The last piece of cake can be cut 
into two completely equal-sized slices, but inevitably someone decides that “fair” 
means they should get a bigger piece, for some reason.  My response to the 
charge of being unfair has always been pretty consistent.  I don’t like to think of 
myself as too predictable, but all my kids eventually got to the point where 
whenever they said “It’s not fair!” they immediately added, “I know! Life’s not fair!” 
before I even opened my mouth. 

But I don’t mean to suggest that our human concern about our being treated 
“fairly” is something that we leave behind in our childhood.  We may not complain 
about it as much, but we still want to think that life is “fair,” as we conceive of 
fairness, and our lives can become greatly unsettled when it isn’t.  In fact, there 
are few things in life that disturb us more than feeling like the deck is somehow 
stacked in someone else’s favor – that we’re being treated unfairly. 

Most of you are familiar with the story of Jonah that we heard a portion of today.  
The word “fair” doesn’t even appear in the story, but concerns about fairness are 
very much at the heart of Jonah’s problems.  You remember the beginning of the 
story.  Jonah, a well-known prophet of God, has been commanded by God to carry 
a message to the Assyrians in the city of Nineveh, Israel’s sworn enemies.  The 
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message is that Nineveh will be destroyed unless they repent, and change their 
sinful ways. 

Now, in the estimation of the people of Israel, if there were ever a city and a 
people that deserved to go up in a fireball it is the Assyrians in Nineveh.  Jonah 
initially refuses to carry the message, but it is not because he is afraid that they 
won’t listen to him.  Jonah is worried that they will listen to him, and repent, and be 
saved from destruction – the last thing Jonah wants.  And rather than be the 
instrument of salvation for those terrible people, Jonah decides to try to run from 
God.  He hops a ship bound for Tarshish, about as far in the opposite direction as 
it was possible to go in that day. 

God changes Jonah’s mind by softening him up for three days in the belly of a 
giant fish.  Jonah relents and delivers the message as God has commanded.  We 
pick up the story from there in today’s reading.  The people of Nineveh did repent 
when they heard Jonah’s warning, but Jonah still can’t believe that God is not 
going to destroy the city.  Rather than return home, Jonah sits patiently on a 
hillside overlooking Nineveh to see what God is going to do.  God causes a vine to 
grow up to give Jonah shade as he sits, but during the night, a worm attacks the 
vine and kills it.  The story ends very abruptly with Jonah still unable to come to 
grips with the grotesque unfairness of life.  Jonah mourns for the poor vine, 
unjustly killed.  He laments his own bad fortune in losing his source of shade.  And 
he’s still upset that God is going to let the people of Nineveh live.  

Speaking of life being unfair, imagine being a character in this story that Jesus 
shares with us in Matthew.  You are sitting around one morning when a stranger 
approaches you and asks if you want to go work in a vineyard. “How much?” you 
ask.  He offers you a hundred dollars for the day, which sounds pretty good, so 
you head out to the vineyard. 

The vineyard is huge, the work is hard, and the sun is beating down.  You notice 
that fortunately, new people are arriving to help.  You ask someone who arrives at 
noon, “How much is he paying you?”  He replies, “I don’t know.  He said he would 
pay what was right, whatever that means.  But I’m sure he’ll be fair about it.”  As 
the time to quit approaches, new people are still showing up to work. 

Finally, the man calls the workers over and begins handing out the pay.  You’re a 
little miffed when he begins by paying the people who arrived last, because by 
now you are dog-tired and want to go home.  It seems a little odd to you that he 
would pay the last people first, but okay, you can wait a few minutes more. 

To your surprise, the last person to arrive, who barely worked an hour, receives a 
hundred dollars!  You are going wild with anticipation.  If he’s paying a hundred 
dollars for one hour’s work, think of how much you’re going to get!  But eventually 
you get to the head of the line, and the manager hands you a crisp hundred-dollar 
bill.  You can’t believe it!  How could he cheat you like that?!  Well… it wasn’t so 
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much that you were cheated.  One hundred dollars is the going rate for a day’s 
work, and you were given what you were promised.  It isn’t exactly that you think 
you were underpaid, but that others were overpaid.  The problem is that the 
vineyard manager was so very generous towards those who came later in the day.  
Seeing someone who came to the vineyard so late being rewarded as much as 
you are, well… it just doesn’t seem fair! 

I would be really surprised if anyone here said that this parable from Matthew was 
one of their favorites.  It certainly was never one of mine.  Maybe that’s because 
we all tend to identify ourselves with the workers who were hired first – the ones 
who did a full day’s work in the vineyard.  Intellectually, we understand the truth of 
what the vineyard manager is saying: “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?” 
(Matthew 20:13-15)   But on a gut-level it just feels wrong, doesn’t it? 

If you think all this is unfair, I want you to take a minute to reflect on another story.  
The short version of this story goes like this: “For God so loved the world that he 
gave his one and only Son…” (John 3:16)  Christ, who was without sin, was 
convicted on spurious charges and died an agonizing death on the cross, without 
friends and without justice, so that we might be reconciled to God and to each 
other.  And because he died the death we deserved, we may stand before God as 
blameless and worthy as the Savior who gave himself up for a world full of 
Ninevehs.   

If you’ve ever wondered why Christianity is any different from all the other 
“pathways to God” that the world preaches, I think this is the answer, in a nutshell.  
Years ago during a British conference on comparative religions, experts from 
around the world debated what, if any, belief was unique to the Christian faith. 
They began eliminating possibilities. Incarnation?  Other religions had different 
versions of gods appearing in human form. Resurrection? Other religions had 
accounts of return from death. The debate went on for some time until C.S. Lewis 
wandered into the room. “What's the rumpus about?” he asked, and heard in reply 
that his colleagues were discussing Christianity's unique contribution among world 
religions. Lewis responded, “Oh, that's easy. It's grace.”  

After some further consideration, the conferees agreed.  The notion of God’s love 
coming to us free of charge, no strings attached, seems to go against every 
instinct of humanity.  The Buddhist eight-fold path, the Hindu doctrine of karma, 
the Jewish covenant, the Muslim code of law – each of these offers a way to earn 
approval.  Only Christianity dares to make God’s love unconditional.i 

But radical grace can seem to us to be radically unfair.  What our readings are 
getting at today is that what is fair and what is just is established by God, not by 
our standards of merit, or qualifications, or legalisms.  Remember that Matthew 
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began this story with the words that we have heard so many times: “The kingdom 
of heaven is like…”  What he is talking about is God’s economy, God’s kingdom – 
life lived under the reign of a God who is generous to a fault, a God whose 
generosity often escapes our notice when it benefits us, and baffles and offends 
us when it benefits someone else.   

If we can stop looking around to see what how everyone else is doing, we can see 
that today’s readings are incredibly good news.  If we can get out of our life-long 
habit of needing to see ourselves as somehow more worthy than others, then this 
is incredibly, mind-bogglingly good news. You see, everyone, no matter how long 
they worked, got what they needed.  Maybe they didn’t get what they wanted.  But 
they got what they needed. 

I don’t know about you, but I know that on any scale of worthiness, I’m not 
anywhere near the top.  I may not be the one showing up for only an hour, but 
over the course of my life I’d be hard-pressed to say that I’ve worked tirelessly for 
the kingdom.  And so, what this story is actually promising me is that God is going 
to be treating me far, far better than I deserve. 

The simple, maddening fact is that there is nothing we can do to make God love 
us any more.  But there is also nothing we can do to make God love us any less.  
God showers us all with blessing without even a passing concern about whether 
we’ve earned it, or deserve it.  But then, if grace had to be earned, it wouldn’t be 
grace. 

It’s not fair.  Thank God.  But if you came here this morning in need of good news, 
can you imagine any better?   

 

 

 

i Philip Yancy, What’s So Amazing About Grace? (Grand Rapids: Zondervan  1997) p. 45. 

                                                 


