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Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen. 

Hard work and fairness. These are the pillars of American society, are they not? 

We all work very hard in our daily lives, and we expect to be fairly rewarded for what we’ve done. Many 

of you work multiple jobs, and that’s just the work you get paid for, not counting everything you do in the home, 

the church, and the community. 

Yet because we prize hard work and fairness so highly, it’s very easy to get frustrated and resentful, when 

things seem unfair. Like when the rich have it easy, while the poor toil away. Or when illegal immigrants receive 

welfare, while others follow the rules. Or when criminals escape consequences, while law-abiding citizens bear 

the cost. 

And as far as civic, temporal, earthly affairs are concerned, hard work and fairness makes sense. We are 

raised to reject the flaws of communism, because communism rewards laziness and punishes hard work. We are 

taught that if you work hard and follow the rules, you’ll be successful – it’s only fair. But if you’re lazy, that’s 

your own problem – it’s only fair. 

And to some extent, the Bible says the same kind of thing. Proverbs 13:4, “The soul of the sluggard craves 

and gets nothing, while the soul of the diligent is richly supplied.” Also Proverbs 10:4, “A slack hand causes 

poverty, but the hand of the diligent makes rich.” And 2 Thessalonians 3:10 is blunt, “If anyone is not willing to 

work, let him not eat.” It’s only fair. 

But in the parable that Jesus puts before us today, the parable of the workers in the vineyard, nothing was 

fair, nothing at all. Jesus completely overturns all our human ideals of hard work and fairness.  

Because in the parable, the hardest workers were treated exactly the same as the laziest ones. Some only 

put in a single hour at the very end of the day, while others labored a full twelve hours, bearing the burden and 

scorching heat. And yet, all of them, no matter how long they worked, they were all paid the exact same wage. 

One denarius. Not fair. 

Or is it? Can the master not do whatever he pleases with his own money? “Friend, I am doing you no 

wrong. Did you not agree with me for a denarius? Take what belongs to you and go. I choose to give to this last 

worker as I give to you. Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my 

generosity?” 

This is how the kingdom of heaven operates. Not according to worldly human standards of hard work and 

fairness, but according to God’s abundant grace. 

So perhaps we should stop demanding so much fairness in life. We don’t need others to acknowledge how 

many hours and years we’ve put in, how much we’ve sacrificed, how much we’ve donated and contributed of our 

time and money. We don’t need to seek the thanks and praise of men. God knows, and that’s enough. 

And if you are working hard in the church, if you feel like you’re bearing the brunt of the labor while 

others are standing idle by, then don’t let resentment or grumbling set in. Don’t begrudge God’s generosity to 

others, or compare yourself with newcomers to Christianity, or look down on those you think aren’t doing enough. 

Don’t imagine in your heart that you deserve something extra from God, as a token of his appreciation for all 

your work. Take care, lest your labor be in vain, lest you be disqualified. 

Consider this: However hard we work, before God, how much of a reward do we fairly deserve? We all 

know the answer in our hearts. We deserve nothing. In God’s sight, all our best works are rubbish. Our efforts 

earn nothing in his sight. 

So contrary to human nature, the Christian religion is not about hard work and fairness. We can do nothing 

whatsoever to earn our salvation, or merit God’s favor. Jesus alone does it all. He bears the burden of the heat of 

the day, he bears all the scorching heat of God’s wrath against our sin. He suffers the wages of sin that we deserve, 

the wages of death, on the cross. Not fair at all! And in exchange for our sin, God gives us the free, precious gift, 

eternal life. Christ our Lord suffers, that we might receive an eternal reward. 

Jesus does it all, everything required for salvation. It’s already done, finished, completed by his holy death 

on the cross. 
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So Christianity is not fair. And thanks be to God for that! If we got what was fair, what we deserved, we 

would get hell. But instead, God’s wonderful unfairness means the riches of eternal life for all who put their trust 

in Jesus. 

Yes, Christianity is not about what we should do, it’s not about the hard work we do for God, but what 

we should receive from God. The Christian life is about receiving forgiveness from Jesus, drinking in his word, 

receiving the gifts of the Holy Spirit in baptism and in the body and blood of Jesus, given and shed for you. That 

is true faith. Faith is simple trust, receiving what God offers you in the church, trusting that these things deliver 

to you the wonderful forgiveness Jesus won for you on the cross. 

And yet, there’s still plenty of work for Christians to do. Because faith without works is dead. So if you’re 

just sitting back, doing nothing as a Christian, it’s time to stand up and get to work. 

Answer the call. Act like men. Don’t delay. Get to work as a Christian. Go out into the vineyard. 

Do it not to earn salvation, not to earn the praise of men, but only to serve God in joyful thanksgiving for 

everything you’ve received. Get up, go labor in the vineyard, not to merit grace, not to earn forgiveness, not to 

obtain any sort of reward, but simply out of gratitude and obedience to your loving, saving God. 

So, how should you labor in the vineyard? What work is God calling you to do? 

You might immediately think of all sorts of external things you can do in the church and community, but 

the true the work of the Christian life starts inwardly, in your own heart. Your hardest task as a Christian is to 

discipline yourself. Examine yourself, your way of life, the way you spend your time. Are you wasting time, 

frittering away your life, like those workers who stood idle in the marketplace all day? Is your time sucked up by 

technology addiction, alcohol, or vain earthly pleasures? 

And what about your God-given responsibilities? Do you have vocations that you’re failing to carry out? 

What should you be doing as a parent, or student, or as a husband, wife, or worker? And what about being in the 

word, reading the Scriptures? Are you meditating on God’s word day and night? Or are you complacent, listening 

to the Bible readings and sermon in church on Sunday, but neglecting God’s word the rest of the week? 

We all need to get to work, heeding the call to the Christian life, learning to discipline ourselves. Especially 

as Lent approaches, it’s time to get to work, watching and praying and wrestling against the temptations of our 

sinful flesh. 

Saint Paul exhorts the same thing in our Epistle reading today. He says, “Do you not know that in a race 

all the runners compete, but only one receives the prize? So run that you may obtain it. Every athlete exercises 

self-control in all things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. So I do not run 

aimlessly; I do not box as one beating the air. But I discipline my body and keep it under control, lest after 

preaching to others I myself should be disqualified.” 

So this is your first task as a Christian: Discipline yourself, examine yourself, and strive against sin, 

praying for the grace of the Holy Spirit for strength to endure. 

But there is also plenty to be done in the church, serving one another, and reaching out to the lost, for the 

harvest is plentiful and the laborers are few. Yes, the laborers in the church seem fewer and fewer all the time. 

It’s hard to find people who will step up into leadership roles in the congregation.  

There is especially a great need for preachers of the gospel, pastors and missionaries. “For how are they 

to hear without someone preaching? And how are they to preach unless they are sent?” So pray earnestly to the 

Lord of the harvest, that he send out faithful laborers into the harvest. 

Because he does. Jesus provides. The master goes out, hour after hour, all day long, to call more workers 

to work in the vineyard, to call more Christians into the church. 

He who called you is faithful. He calls all the world to come, labor in the kingdom of heaven, not for what 

they deserve, but for the undeserved denarius, no matter the hour of the day. 

It’s never too late. Just come. Come into the church. Forsake the world. Forsake your idleness. Lay aside 

all those worldly goals of earthly success and wealth.  

Forget about demanding fairness and equality for yourself. Forget that worldly mindset which puts all its 

stock in hard work and human efforts. Instead, come follow Jesus. Rejoice in his wonderful unfairness, how he 

gives it all to you for free, on the basis of the merits of his infinite, perfect work. 

Come into the church and receive his gifts. And come take up your cross to follow him. Set your hand to 

the plow, without looking back. Take up the labor which your gracious master has given you to do, the good 

works he’s prepared for you from before the foundation of the world. 
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And when you have done all that you were commanded, then come before your Lord at the end of the day, 

demanding and expecting nothing whatsoever from him. Instead, bow before him and say, “We are unworthy 

servants; we have only done what was our duty.’ 

And then, your gracious master will speak to you as to a friend. He will lift you up and say to you those 

wonderful words, “Well done, good and faithful servant. Enter into the joy of your master.” Amen. 

Now may the peace of God which passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus 

to life everlasting. Amen. 


