
God’s Unfair Grace 
 

Exodus 16: 2-15   Matthew 20: 1-16 
 
 Fairness is pretty hard to pin down in the best circumstances. Here are some 
revealing quotes about the problem with life and fairness. From author Terry Pratchett 
who has some unorthodox theological ideas: You could say to the universe this is not 
fair. And the universe would say: Oh, isn’t it? Sorry. And this one from another writer: 
Expecting the world [or life] to treat you fairly because you’re a good person is like 
expecting a bull not to attack you because you’re a vegetarian.  
 
 Okay, I’m sure we’d agree and may have even said ourselves that ‘life is not fair.’ 
There are plenty of lessons and stories that drive home that point. But surely, even 
though life can be most unfair, we can look to God and trust that God is always and 
absolutely fair. Or could we substitute “God” for “universe” in the quote from Terry 
Pratchett so that it reads: You could say to God this is not fair. And God would say: Oh, 
isn’t it? Sorry.  
 
 Now your mind and spirit scream at me, “Okay, Bruce, that’s all the fancy pants 
liberal theology I can take; I can’t take any more! God is fair!”  
 
 Perhaps God is indeed fair, at least on some level that exceeds our typical sense 
of fairness. Perhaps fairness is a bit too thin, as if fairness is equality. We know life and 
its aspects are vastly unequal, and God created things on vastly unequal terms.  
 
 The way we treat kids these days has been mocked plenty. Everyone gets an 
award, everyone is a winner, everyone gets a trophy, and no one loses. That’s ridiculous, 
we think, because there are winners and losers and there isn’t anything wrong with 
winners and losers; that’s the way life is! Of course, kids will find that out in due time, 
but we seem so anxious for them to feel the sting of defeat and failure. Fair? 
 
 There are lots folks who do handwringing over the provisions that are made by 
the government – the safety net for people who get in trouble whether by their own fault 
or through no fault of their own, whether it’s unemployment compensation, bankruptcy, 
disability benefits, food stamps, health care, or some other program. The outcry is that 
there are too many undeserving people who are receiving benefits for doing nothing. It’s 
an outrage that good taxpaying folks have to pay for these leeches on society, robbing us 
of our money to pay for their own mistakes and personal faults. So, our system has 
developed all kinds of tests and hurdles for people to obtain benefits, some of which are 
logical and some are simply mean-spirited if not prejudiced.  
 

Many states have tried to make recipients submit to drug testing in the jaundiced 
belief that many people who receive assistance are drug users. We tried that in Florida 
and discovered only a small percentage were in fact drug users, such a small percentage 
that it cost more money to run the drug testing program than it was saving in denying 
assistance to drug users. The state pulled the plug. Our Florida experience is not unique; 



in every state where this has been tried, the results have been the same, the drug testing 
program doesn’t save enough to pay for itself. 
 
 The testing scheme may not have worked, but it seems like the right idea in a 
seat-of-the-pants kind of way, if you want to establish some sense of fairness. But when 
we look at how God does fairness, we won’t get much validation for our testing for 
fairness belief. 
 
 We resume the story of the Exodus, now with the people of God out in the desert 
wilderness and not liking it too much. They have been out there for weeks now, and 
whatever provisions they brought with them from Egypt have run out. Instead of 
petitioning God for relief, having seen how God took care of them through the entire 
liberation and flight from Egypt, they become insolent. 
 
 If only we had died by the hand of the Lord in the land of Egypt, when we sat by 
the meat pots and ate our fill of bread; for you have brought us out into this wilderness 
to kill this whole assembly with hunger. 
 
 Okay, they are not only insolent, but they’ve gone stupid, too. If God wanted to 
kill them, God could have walked away at any time and left them to die. To think God 
has now decided to kill them off is just plain stupid.  
 
 However, now they’re giving God a good reason to wonder why he should 
continue supporting an obviously ungrateful, insolent, and even stupid people. In fact, 
this would be a good time to teach these mealy mouthed ingrates a lesson they’ll never 
forget. You know, if you teach them ‘who’s the boss’ now, it will make things a lot easier 
later. That’s the way it is with kids, and the Israelites are acting just like spoiled brats. 
Don’t give them anything until they show some respect. In fact, make them earn their 
keep. Make them do something, anything. This way they’ll understand that when they 
do the right thing, they get a reward, not a handout. Train them like Pavlov’s dog. 
 
 These are brilliant insights, of course, drawn from the wisdom we find so 
common all around us. We know there will be no more problems with these people if 
God follows that prescription.  
 
 But God apparently took God’s own counsel and, without even a hint of 
reluctance, God immediately caved in and gave the Israelites everything they wanted, 
probably more. I will rain down bread from heaven for you in the morning, and their 
camp was covered in quails in the evening. The bread was called manna, or “what is it?” 
“What is it” would also describe God’s plan for teaching the Israelites; what is it? what is 
this? what is your lesson plan if you’re simply going to give it away at the first whimper 
of the Israelites? 
 
 There is nothing fair about this in the way we know fairness. The whole lot of 
them was undeserving, had learned nothing from it, and would be complaining again 
before long. God had rewarded their bad behavior, and sure enough, the bad behavior 
would persist.  



 
 Actually, God was teaching them, and yes, they would be difficult students. Listen 
for God’s lesson plan:  The Lord spoke to Moses and said, ‘I have heard the 
complaining of the Israelites; say to them, “At twilight you shall eat meat, and in the 
morning you shall have your fill of bread; then you shall know that I am the 
Lord your God.” ’ The divine lesson was self-disclosure, and nothing better described 
that self-disclosure, that keystone in the covenant, than God’s grace. It is hard to 
fathom, definitely undeserved, and abundant in every way. There were limitations, but 
nothing was rationed, nothing held back, nothing required special hurdles to surmount 
or to qualify. Note that there wasn’t even an affirmation of faith and they were blessed 
with gracious abundance.  
 
 God’s methodology is not something I’m suggesting that we replicate in all of our 
interactions, but it should remind us that there are other ways of doing things besides 
the ways that we think are effective, fair, and just. 
 
 There is an article in the latest New Yorker magazine that details how things are 
going in a Utah experiment in dealing with homelessness. These are very difficult people 
to deal with, with multiple issues from mental illness to drug addiction, not to mention 
destitute poverty, and remedies for the problem routinely fail, no matter the monies 
spent. The theory has always been that they couldn’t possibly make it on their own 
without addressing the other problems first, the mental illness, the joblessness, the 
addictions.  
 
 The Utah experiment tried something different. The starting point was to give 
every homeless person a house. That’s right, just give them a house to live in and then 
try to address their other problems. That sounds totally crazy.  
 

And I’d like to register another objection. I’ve spent nearly ten years paying down 
a mortgage and I’m still “underwater,” owing more than it’s worth, and no one is giving 
me a free house! For that matter, why should anyone go to all the trouble of paying for 
any housing when you can become homeless and get housing for free? Clearly, this is 
grossly unfair. 

 
It turns out that this plan of giving the homeless housing is more effective 

because when people are in a stable housing arrangement, they are far more responsive 
to solving all the other problems. You can get health care, take medicine, get to 
appointments, and get a good night’s sleep when you have housing. You can cook in a 
kitchen, store food safely, have an alarm clock and get a good night’s sleep and keep 
your job when you have housing.  

 
The final point is that it’s cheaper to give the homeless housing. The average 

homeless person who consumed services but was pretty well immune to resolving the 
issues – the traditional method – cost taxpayers $43,000 per year. By providing them 
with housing and extended support services for issues which often were resolved – the 
Utah method – cost just $17,000. 

 

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/09/22/home-free/


Does that help to explain the deep sense of unfairness everyone encounters when 
they first read the parable of the workers in the vineyard, a story unique to Matthew. It 
violates our nearly religious belief that a person should get paid fairly for the work they 
perform. Yet Jesus tells this parable that seems to have the values all wrong.  

 
The boss goes out in the morning in his passenger van and hires workers for $70 

for the day, takes the workers to his vineyard and they labor in the hot sun for hours. 
Later in the morning, and again after lunch, the boss drives out in his passenger van and 
hires more workers and tells them he will pay them “what is right.” They’re happy for 
the work which beats standing around getting nothing, so the workers decide to trust 
the boss. The boss goes out again when there was only about another hour left in the 
workday and hires more workers without any explicit promise of pay. 

 
At day’s end, the boss instructs the foreman to pay the workers. The last ones 

hired who only worked an hour or so get in line and collect their pay, $70. Then the ones 
hired earlier who worked longer also got $70. Even the very first ones who got hired, 
who had worked the longest and hardest and produced the most, and who expected to 
get paid more than the others – fair is fair, right? – got paid the same $70.  

 
Grumbling ensues that this is unfair. The boss insists to the ones first hired in the 

morning that they had agreed to what they would get paid. They have no complaint 
since the boss kept his part of the bargain. Whatever the boss pays another worker hired 
at another time is the boss’s business, not the workers. 

 
While it strikes us as totally unfair, the reason Matthew includes this story is that 

God’s grace in salvation is being portrayed. Being in a mixed community with the early 
church being persecuted by the Jews (possibly even Jewish Christians) who claim that 
God’s salvation is only for Jews, not for Gentiles, Matthew presents Jesus’ story of the 
workers in the vineyard to show that God’s grace is, well, unfair. Even those who are last 
in line, the Gentiles, receive the same salvation as those first in line, the Jews. 

 
For us, it’s a reminder that our sense of fairness can be skewed to favor our own 

agenda, and that God’s fairness is not fair. God is just, not fair, and there’s a big 
difference. What is just may not be fair to all, but it may be what’s truly best. At least, it 
is just from God’s perspective, and that’s what really matters. 

 
By the counsel of the Holy Spirit, we can be stretched out of mere fairness and 

into the higher and more sacred perspective of justice. May we seek such a new view, a 
generous and gracious view, in our dealings in life. 


