
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Worship for Sunday 20th September,  

15th Sunday after Trinity 

“It’s not fair!” 

By Ruth Patten, Archdeacon of Colchester 
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Opening Responses 

 

Whether we embrace God’s call in our lives or try to avoid it,  

God is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. 

Whether we are longtimers or latecomers in the life of faith,   

God is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. 

Whether our lives in Christ are comfortable or bring hardship,  

God is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. 

 

 

Jonah 3:10-end of 4 

 
10 When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil ways, God changed his 

mind about the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and he did not do it. 

 

But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry. 2 He prayed to the LORD and 

said, ‘O LORD! Is not this what I said while I was still in my own country? That is why I fled 

to Tarshish at the beginning; for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to 

anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing. 3 And now, 

O LORD, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live.’ 4 And 

the LORD said, ‘Is it right for you to be angry?’ 5 Then Jonah went out of the city and sat 

down east of the city, and made a booth for himself there. He sat under it in the shade, 

waiting to see what would become of the city. 
 

6 The LORD God appointed a bush, and made it come up over Jonah, to give shade over his 

head, to save him from his discomfort; so Jonah was very happy about the bush. 7 But when 

dawn came up the next day, God appointed a worm that attacked the bush, so that it 

withered. 8 When the sun rose, God prepared a sultry east wind, and the sun beat down on 

the head of Jonah so that he was faint and asked that he might die. He said, ‘It is better for 

me to die than to live.’ 
 

9 But God said to Jonah, ‘Is it right for you to be angry about the bush?’ And he said, ‘Yes, 

angry enough to die.’ 10 Then the LORD said, ‘You are concerned about the bush, for which 

you did not labour and which you did not grow; it came into being in a night and perished in 

a night. 11 And should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are 

more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who do not know their right hand from 

their left, and also many animals?’ 
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Matthew 20: 1-16 

 

20 ‘For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to 

hire labourers for his vineyard. 2 After agreeing with the labourers for the usual daily 

wage, he sent them into his vineyard. 3 When he went out about nine o’clock, he saw others 

standing idle in the market-place; 4 and he said to them, “You also go into the vineyard, and I 

will pay you whatever is right.” So they went. 5 When he went out again about noon and 

about three o’clock, he did the same. 6 And about five o’clock he went out and found others 

standing around; and he said to them, “Why are you standing here idle all day?” 7 They said 

to him, “Because no one has hired us.” He said to them, “You also go into the 

vineyard.” 8 When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager, “Call the 

labourers and give them their pay, beginning with the last and then going to the 

first.” 9 When those hired about five o’clock came, each of them received the usual daily 

wage. 10 Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but each of them 

also received the usual daily wage. 11 And when they received it, they grumbled against the 

landowner, 12 saying, “These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to 

us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.” 13 But he replied to one 

of them, “Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily 

wage? 14 Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I give to 

you. 15 Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious 

because I am generous?” 16 So the last will be first, and the first will be last.’ 

 

 

Reflection 

 

“It’s not fair!”  I wonder when you last heard this heart-felt cry?  I wonder when you last 

uttered it, if only inwardly?  “It’s not fair!”  Maybe you joined the shortest queue, only to 

end up waiting the longest.  Perhaps you have a friend who always lands on their feet again 

and again, but not you.  Or perhaps there are long-planned for celebrations or holidays that 

you’ve had to abandon this year, because of COVID-19.  It’s not fair.   

 

We join the story of Jonah near the end, as this most unlikely of prophets seems to have 

amazing success.  After running away from God and spending time in the belly of a whale, 

Jonah returns to Nineveh.  Following one rallying call to repentance, the citizens repent and 

God spares them.  Jonah is angry and he is having a moan at God.  It’s not fair.  He would 

rather die than acknowledge that God has spared these Assyrians, these enemies of the 

people of Israel.  God asks Jonah such a searching question, “is it right for you to be angry?”  

God, who is slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, knows Jonah so well.  I wonder 

if Jonah is a mirror onto humanity for us, showing us our tendency to define and limit God’s 

goodness, grace and generosity? 

 

The searching question that God asks of Jonah is echoed in the parable of the labourers in 

the vineyard; “are you envious because I am generous?”  At the beginning of the parable 
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everyone is in the same situation.  They are all out of work and they all need money.  At the 

end of the day they have all been employed and they have all received a day’s wage.  But the 

moaning and grumbling begins.  It’s not fair…  This parable sits between two episodes 

where Jesus’ disciples are jockeying for position and preference.  Who will be the first?  This 

parable tells us: the last will be first, and the first will be last.   

 

Some of the workers in the vineyard, like Jonah, think that their situation is unfair.  It is 

human nature for us to dwell on what we may have missed out on, on what others have 

that we don’t have.  These can be the kind of things that we grumble and moan about.  They 

can harden our hearts to any generosity that may be shown to us.  Jonah and some of the 

workers in the vineyard had a choice, just as we have a choice: a choice to grumble or be 

grateful; to count our blessings or our misfortunes; to look to others with compassion or to 

look at them as competition.  I wonder if we can imagine ourselves, not in Jonah’s position, 

or in the position of the workers who toiled for a full day, but perhaps as one of the saved 

people of Nineveh spared by God, or as one of the workers given employment near the 

close of the working day after waiting so long.  Which of us has not forgotten who we are a 

little, lost our way, and in our loss and longing have been found by God?  This is a different 

side of “it’s not fair!”  This is unexpected salvation, unanticipated generosity.   

 

The parable of the labourers in the vineyard and the story of Jonah dare to suggest that God 

isn’t fair.  Even fairness limits how God operates.  God’s generosity is without limit, measure 

or calculation.  “It’s not fair”.  Not, it isn’t fair.  Because fairness isn’t enough for God.  God 

is about limitless, overflowing, all-inclusive generosity and it is offered to all people, whether 

we like it or not. 

 

 

Closing Prayer 

 

Generous God, you come to us again and again,  

no matter how late it is in the day or in our lives.  

Calling to us, gathering us in, you give us your good work to do,  

daily bread, and boundless grace.  

Increase in us a generous spirit  

so that we may do your work with joy alongside others whom you also love.  

We celebrate your salvation not only in our lives,  

but also in the lives of other people,  

even those we had not imagined would be included  

in the kingdom you are bringing.  

Align us with your ways and help us receive your gift of justice and mercy as good news. 

In Jesus Christ we pray. Amen.  

 

Opening Response and Prayer for the Day taken from Feasting on the Word: Worship Companion, Liturgies for 

Year A Volume 2 (ed. Kimberly Bracken Long), © 2014 Westminster John Knox Press. 


