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Grace to you, beloved workers in God’s vineyard, in the name of the Father, the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit. Amen.  
 
There are lots of different ways to interpret this story that Jesus tells, but I think it helps if 
we start by reading back a little bit.  Just before Jesus tells this parable, in the last part of 
chapter 19, a rich young man comes to Jesus and asks “What good deed must I do to have 
eternal life?” 
 
He was looking for a way to earn it, a way to deserve it. Because, he thought, if I deserve 
eternal life and if God is indeed just, then God will have to give me what I deserve.   
 
It’s the “God-as-vending-machine” worldview.  I put in the right deeds, salvation comes out, 
pleasure doing business with you. Seems “fair.” 
 
But Jesus says to him: “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the 
poor, and then come, and follow me.” And then Matthew tells us “when the young man 
heard this, he went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions.”  
 
And then, good old Peter comes in saying to Jesus with a little bit of a greedy look in his 
eye, “Look, Jesus, we, your disciples, have left everything and followed you. What then will 
we have?” You can tell he’s thinking, “Aha! We’ve done the work, we’ve earned the reward, 
we deserve something extra.” 
 
And then Jesus tells this parable about the workers in the vineyard.  Bursting Peter’s 
self-serving vision of the kingdom of God and offering instead a vision that is about as far 
away from “God-as-vending-machine” as it’s possible to be.  
 
Instead, to me, it’s like Jesus is saying: “Millikan rule number 2.” I know that doesn’t mean 
anything to anyone in this room - so let me explain.  
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In my household growing up, we had five Millikan family “rules.” I say they were “rules” but 
they were more like statements that came in very useful for my parents when my siblings 
and I were complaining or arguing.   
 
The first rule was “Life is tough.” 
The second rule was “Life is not fair.” 
The third rule was “You can’t always get what you want.” Are you sensing a theme here? 
The fourth rule was actually a rule: “No singing at the table.” 
And the fifth rule was “Eschew talmudic distinctions,” which was basically my dad’s nerdy 
and idiosyncratic way of saying “Don’t be a smart aleck.” 
 
And when I hear this parable, I often hear the voice of the disgruntled workers in my own 
childhood voice, coming to complain to the household authorities, saying “it’s not fair.” And 
the landowner in my head sounds like my parents saying: “Friend, I am doing you no 
wrong, and you know what? Millikan rule number 2 - life is not fair.” 
 
Which, if I’m honest, was never a very satisfactory answer in the moment.  Though, in the 
long run, I think it was a beneficial expectation for my parents to set me about life. 
Because it’s just true. Life is not fair.   
 
I think we can be tempted, when we read this parable, to only focus on the disgruntled 
workers and their complaint that the landowner’s actions were not fair.  And if “fairness” 
means wages given in proportion to the amount of work done, then they are absolutely 
right, it wasn’t fair.  
 
But that’s not the only thing that wasn’t fair in this story.   Was it fair that the workers who 
came late weren’t hired all day? The parable tells us explicitly that they’d been in the 
marketplace all day long, not lazy, just passed over. And, knowing human nature like we 
do, it’s easy to speculate that the reason they weren’t hired might not have had anything to 
do with the quality of their work or the content of their character.  Maybe it was the color 
of their skin or the language that they spoke or their political beliefs they held or the 
people they loved or the mental illness they struggled with or the mistake from their past.  
Maybe it was because of a rumor or a relationship or just random, rotten luck.  
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And so, what’s fair? When the game is rigged? When we are all born into this world of sin 
and death that we didn’t choose?  When, in different ways, we are all bearing the burden of 
the day and heat of the scorching sun. When Millikan rule number 2 is just always true- 
that life isn’t fair. 
 
Then Jesus goes and tells a story about how God recognizes that life isn’t fair, so grace isn’t 
fair either.  
 
There’s a lyric from a Relient K song called “Be My Escape” that I’ve always really loved: 
“the beauty of grace is that it makes life not fair.” 
 
The beauty of grace - the thing we love about it, is that it is given to us, even though we’ve 
done absolutely nothing to deserve it.  And the terrible thing about grace is that it is given 
to other people, even though they have done absolutely nothing to deserve it.  
 
The beauty of grace is that God is more like a broken vending machine.  A vending 
machine that sees how unfair this world already is and responds by giving out goodness 
and grace to everyone no matter how much they put in.   
 
In the parable, the landowner doesn’t wait for people to come to him, he goes out looking 
for workers - five times in one day, inviting them all to the vineyard. And when God heard 
the complaints of the Israelites in the wilderness, God said, “I’m going to rain bread from 
heaven down on you.”  Because that’s the abundance, the absurd generosity of God’s grace.  
 
That is how God responds to a world that isn’t right.  That isn’t fair.  
 
It’s not about who deserves it. Who has done enough good deeds or the right good deeds 
to earn it.  It’s about God’s generosity.  About God’s infinite love. About the wideness of 
God’s mercy - like the wideness of the sea.  This is a story about God’s desire for every 
person to flourish with abundant life in God’s eternal community of love.  Grace given not 
because we deserve it.  But because we are so deeply cared for.    
 
“The beauty of grace is that it makes life not fair.” No matter when we follow God’s calling, 
no matter how many good deeds we do. God’s unfair grace rains down on us.  
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And as we are working in God’s vineyard, as we are following Jesus, we will have more 
abundant lives when we embrace God’s extravagant grace.  When we acknowledge the 
truth of Millikan rule #2.   
 
And the grace that is rained down for us compels us to speak out against injustices that 
harm and to contribute to injustices that help.  
 
Offering our unfair grace to one another, because we are all caught up in the unfair 
consequences of a broken world.  Trusting that the God who rains down bread from 
heaven, who goes out into the marketplace five times, who calls each and everyone of us 
to abundant and everlasting life will be generous to us who have borne the burden of the 
day. Grace upon grace. 
 
Thanks be to God. 
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