
 1 

The Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost 

September 20, 2020 

First Lutheran Church 

St. Joseph, MO 

Pastor Keith Hohly 

 

Grace and peace to you this day in the name of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 

 

Consider the plight of young man in junior high school who is taking his second year of Spanish.  His teacher 

announces that the student with the highest grade on the next test will receive a giant bag of M&M’s.  This 

student takes the incentive.  He studies for hours for the test.  During the test he feels confident.  He breezes 

through the exam, finishing well before anyone else.  When he’s done, he looks around the classroom and 

notices a group in the back corner that is cheating.  One classmate in particular, Amy Tanner, is copying off of 

everyone within a two-desk radius.   The next day the teacher awards the M&M’s to the student with the highest 

grade – and the award goes to Amy Tanner.  The young man who studied so hard and did his own work is 

furious.  Amy Tanner couldn’t understand Spanish if her life depended on it.  But there she is, popping M&M’s 

with both hands as if she deserved it.  Where is the justice? 

 

Imagine you’ve been an assistant college professor for ten years.  You’re a good teacher with an impressive 

publishing record.  Your promotion to associate professor is long overdue.  When the department chair gives 

you the word that your advancement is finally about to happen you are overjoyed.  You’re feeling great about it 

when at lunch the next day you meet a new member of your department – an inexperienced, but promising 

young scholar who has just finished his degree.  You introduce yourself and ask how he feels about joining the 

faculty.  He replies: “I’m so happy to be here.  I was just hoping to get a job.  I never imagined that not only 

would I get this position, but that I would begin as an associate professor.”  Now how do you feel about the ten 

years it took you to become an associate professor? 

 

The simple truth is that life isn’t fair.  We may want to believe that life is fair.  We may hold to Henry Ford’s 

well-known adage of “an honest day’s wage for an honest day’s work.”  We may teach our children that you get 

what you work for – that, in order to get what you want, you have to earn it.  But there is so much in life that 

doesn’t work that way.  Life isn’t fair when a tornado strikes your town and destroys your home and your life’s 

belongings.  Life isn’t fair when innocent bystanders are randomly caught up in the violence on our streets.  It 

isn’t fair that good things happen to bad people.  It isn’t fair that bad things happen to good people. 

 

But this is the reality of life – and it is with this reality in mind that I believe we need to hear this morning’s 

gospel.  If we are operating with the understanding that life is supposed to be fair – and even more to the point, 

that God is supposed to be fair – then this parable of the Landowner Who Hired Workers for His Vineyard 

strikes us as offensive.  I actually believe it is meant to do just this.  I believe Jesus deliberately sets us up, so 

that if we are operating out of a sense of fair play, we will sympathize with the complaint of the workers who 

were hired first in this parable.  It’s okay for God to be generous, we might want to say, but let God be generous 

fairly.  If God wants to give those workers who were hired at the end of the day more than they deserve, fine.  

But then let God also give to the ones hired first more than they deserve.  That would be fair.  But that’s not 

what happens in this parable. 

 

The last line of the parable is crucial for me in terms of what is at stake here.  In confronting those he hired at 

the beginning of the day, the landowner asks: “Are you envious because I am generous?”  That’s not a very 

literal translation of what is in the parable.  A literal translation has the landowner asking: “Is your eye evil 

because I am good?”  That word “good” is so important to me because that’s the picture I believe this parable 

paints of God.  God is good – and the challenge of the parable is for us who live in the reality of this world to 

really believe in the goodness of God. 
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In a certain sense, what this parable describes is what is going to happen in the world to come.  This is a parable 

depicting the Great Judgment – when we are all brought before Jesus and we are judged according to our life’s 

labors.  That is why everybody, in the end, receives the same thing in this parable.  God offers all eternal life – 

nothing more, nothing less.  Salvation is the denarius – the day’s wage – we will all receive in the world to 

come. 

 

I remember back when I was in Confirmation class.  My pastor told us there would be three things that will 

surprise us when we get to heaven.  The first surprise will be that we are there.  The second surprise is that there 

will be some people there we didn’t think would be there.  The third surprise will be that some people we 

thought would be there won’t be. 

 

It may well be that our first reaction when we get to heaven will be one of surprise.  But I do not think the 

surprise will last long.  St. Paul said: “Now we see in the mirror dimly, but then we will see face to face.”  

When we finally see “face to face,” I think everything will become clear to us – everything will make sense.  

We will understand God.  We will understand what God has done and why. 

 

But now we only see dimly, we do not fully understand, and I believe it is this situation the parable truly seeks 

to address.  It may well describe the judgment in the future, but given that judgment, it asks us how we are 

going to live now.  Given that life is often unfair – and that God sometimes seems unfair – will we still believe 

in the goodness of God?  We are not challenged in this parable to believe in the fairness of God.  We are being 

challenged to put our trust in the goodness of God. 

 

This parable does not tell us to stop teaching our children the value of working hard for what they hope to 

achieve.  It does not tell us to stop playing fair in life – that good people only finish last and that we might as 

well throw ethics out the window.  It doesn’t tell us that if we own a small business we ought to pay all of our 

workers the same amount of money regardless of what kind of work they do, or how long they have worked for 

us. 

 

But this parable does tell us that when we are confronted by the unfairness of the world around us, when we or 

others receive what we do not deserve, either good or bad, we are still called to believe in the ultimate goodness 

of God.  It is this faith in God’s ultimate goodness that enables us to live with the uncertainty and the unfairness 

of what we experience in this life.  We do not look to a God who is fair.  We look to a God who is good.  And 

so grace, not fair-play, is the bottom-line ethic of God’s kingdom. 

 

St. Paul encourages us to put our trust in such a God: “Rejoice in the Lord always;” Paul writes, “again I will 

say, Rejoice.  Let your gentleness be known to everyone.  The Lord is near.  Do not worry about anything, but 

in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.  And the 

peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” 

 

It is not so much that this peace of God itself is beyond understanding, but that we are being offered peace in 

the midst of circumstances we do not understand – in the midst of life that sometimes doesn’t make sense.  This 

peace is the fruit of God’s goodness, and it is this peace that Jesus seeks us to know. 


