
Sermon Trinity 15 

Isaiah 55:6-9, Philippians 1:20-24,27,  Matthew 20:1-16 

Being thankful God is not fair. 

Harvest can be a joy, it can be a challenge and it can be an inconvenience.  A child 

might ask “why can’t the apples just ripen throughout the year – why do they have to 

come all at once?” Some of you grow vegetables and fruit and know the feeling – what 

am I going to do with this lot and how I am ever going to process it all.  It’s a huge 
sadness for me to see some folk allowing their fruit to rot on the tree or lawn and toddle 

down to Sainsbury to buy a nice little convenient plastic packet of much the same.  It 

might look a little better but rarely tastes so.  I hope our garden as our fruit trees and 

bushes grow may challenge this a little.  We have as a society become quite divorced 

from the idea of “Harvest”. This is not a harvest festival sermon though it could be.  
Harvest is a time of joy expectancy abundance – and jolly hard work which, in 

traditional societies demands all the family to help.   

Jesus’s parables are always about the kingdom of God and the values of the Kingdom.  
It shouldn’t surprise us that God’s values are not always ours.  The parable we have 
today is one of my very favourites.  This doesn’t mean I have it all sown up – Jesus’s 

parables take a lifetime of learning.   This one smacks us in the face.   

The cry goes up that’s not fair. Some folk are working all day and “jonny come latelys” 
just for an hour but they all get the same.  I’ve said to some of you I’ve got children to 

act it out and it nearly caused a riot.  Fairness is a human value learnt at a very early 

age but if we think about, it is usually based on comparing ourselves with someone 

else – in the background is the coveting we are warned about in the Ten 

Commandments.  They all get paid what they are promised and what they agreed to 

take.  God in the guise of the landowner is generous indeed but in the eyes of the early 

workers it evokes jealousy, coveting and resentment not delight at his generosity.   

“The first will be last and the last first” Jesus so often says.  There are so many angles 

we could take on this parable.   The denarius is of course eternal life – participation in 

the resurrection and reward of life beyond this life.  This harvest is a harvest of souls.  

But the danger is we see it in an individualistic way alone.   

We could say that we should rejoice in the unfairness of the gospel to toughen us up.  

First life is not fair – it is a lesson any child and indeed many adults need to learn – do 

not expect it to be so.   

That God is not fair in this parable should be a cause of joy to all not a source of 

coveting and jealousy.  If God were fair in a human sense doling out eternal life – who 

would deserve it?  The answer is no-one – all have sinned and “if anyone say that they 
have not sinned there is no truth or health in them” to quote St.John.  Therefore we are 



all dependent on God’s grace – we could labour all day every day for all our life and 

still not earn this “denarius” .  It is not actually about what we do but how we think – this 

takes us back to Isaiah our Old Testament reading.   “Let the evil man abandon his 

thoughts.  My thoughts says God are not your thoughts.” 

In this sense our conduct our way our MORES our moral life takes us back to our 

readings and sermon of two weeks ago and with Ezekial and St.Paul.  The way of 

holiness stems from the inner life the inner person and inner thoughts.  That’s why not 

coveting is at the heart of the Old Testament law.  

If we broaden our thoughts away from the self, away from the individualistic 

interpretation of the parable we might find ourselves by forgetting the self.  And here 

we find a shadow of the cross and life of Christ.  The purpose of his life, his sacrifice 

his offering is not for the self but for the world.  In Jesus’s day the harvest in the 

poorest areas was life and death for the whole village not just individuals.  As I said at 

the outset.  The harvest – God willing – was a time of joy expectancy and abundance – 

and also jolly hard work which, in traditional societies demanded all the family and 

community to help.  Rarely, we still see this in some so-called primitive societies in 

today’s world where even the youngest and eldest does a little something to help with 

the catch or the harvest that means life for them all.  The produce is often divided into 

what they need rather than what they have earned in our eyes.  It is indeed a different 

way of seeing things.  

In church life we can observe these different ways of seeing and thinking at work.  

Sometimes those of us who have laboured all our lives in the Church and the Christian 

way can become resentful to the “Jonny come lately” and feel we should have a 

greater say in how things should be.  Sometimes one sees the sheer joy in the face of 

a lifetime member welcoming a new Christian not on their terms but for themselves 

alone. Acceptance, as they themselves have been accepted by Christ not because of 

anything they have done but because of what Christ has done. 

The denarius is indeed eternal life – of that there is no doubt, but this is worthless 

understanding and it will elude us until our inner thought is the desire to share it.  It is 

not our harvest but God’s yet we are called to assist. The denarius will never have 

been earned by us or deserved by us.  But mercifully God is not fair - he is love and 

from that flows an extraordinary generosity.   And so we equally feed at this altar and it 

is cause for rejoicing not resentment.  Let us be thankful God is not fair.   
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