
Sunday 20th September 2020 

Trinity 15 (Proper 25) 

Jonah 3: 10 – 4: 11; Psalm 145: 1 – 8; Philippians 1: 21 – 30;  

Matthew 20: 1 – 16 

The ‘fairness’ of God’s grace 

 

How many times as a child, or even as an adult, did you say “It’s not 

fair!”? When I was training as a teacher, I was frequently told that 

children see things in black and white. Whilst this is true, experience has 

taught me that if you explain a situation or action most children will 

accept it – not always gracefully, but they do understand that you 

have a reason for acting in the way that you did.  

 

Jonah’s response to God is much like that of a disgruntled child to its 

parent and as the story lends itself to a telling to children it is often 

disregarded by adults. Jonah was one of God’s prophets who lived and 

prophesied at the same time as Amos and Hosea. The book that bears 

his name is unusual because it tells us of only one incident in Jonah’s 

prophetic career and even that is sparse on detail.  

 

Nineveh, where 

God wanted 

Jonah to go, was 

an Assyrian city 

which lay at the 

crossing point of 

major trade 

routes north-

south and east-

west in what is 

now Iraq. The 

city was so big 

we’re told that it 

took three days 

to cross it. The 

Assyrians of 

course, were one of Israel’s biggest enemies, the Old Testament is filled 

with stories of their battles, so why was God so determined that Jonah 

would go to them? 

 

All we know is that God tells Jonah to go and announce the destruction 

of the city because its people have offended him by their wickedness. 



This prophet of God then gets up and runs in the opposite direction! 

Why? 

 

We go through another 3 chapters with Jonah boarding a ship, being 

overwhelmed by a storm, thrown into the sea, swallowed by a great 

fish, praying to God and being vomited out onto a beach before we 

discover his reason. God repeats his instruction that Jonah must go to 

Nineveh to deliver his message. This time Jonah obeys and delivers 

what must be one of the shortest prophecies ever given: 

“Forty days from now Nineveh will be destroyed!” Jonah 3 v 4b 

 

There’s no reason given for why this will happen, there’s no suggestion 

that if they change their ways they will be forgiven, just the flat 

statement of destruction. Was this the whole of God’s message or did 

Jonah only deliver a part of it? Maybe there was more that we aren’t 

told. The really surprising thing to me though is that  

The people of Nineveh believed God’s message, and from the 

greatest to the least, they declared a fast and put on burlap to 

show their sorrow. Jonah 3 v 5 

 

These were not ‘God’s people’, they did not worship him but they 

evidently believed in him and knew his power to do just what he said he 

would do. Jonah lived at a time of great prosperity for Israel and 

believed in the special relationship that Israel had with God. Although it 

isn’t explicitly said it seems probable that he didn’t want that special 

relationship shared with others, or for an enemy of Israel to benefit in 

any way. The message was one of destruction but Jonah knew that if 

they changed their ways, God would change his mind and not destroy 

them. When the people of Nineveh respond to the message, God does 

indeed change his mind 
 When God saw what they had done and how they had put a 

stop to their evil ways, he changed his mind and did not carry out 

the destruction he had threatened. Jonah 3 v 10 

 

So, Jonah’s reason for not going in the first place is - “It’s not fair! I knew 

you would do this!” and then he finds a place above the city, sits down 

and sulks. Time for the rest of the lesson. God causes a plant to grow big 

enough to shelter Jonah and then he sends a worm to destroy it. 

Jonah’s anger and bitterness increase and he rages at God, who 

gently points out that Jonah is angry at the plant’s destruction even 

though he did not create it or even plant it, why then should God not 

care for the people of Nineveh whom he created? God’s grace and 



mercy is open to all people, Israel’s special relationship with God was 

intended, from the very beginning, to show that such a relationship was 

possible for everyone. When God first calls Abram to leave Ur, he says 

I will make of you a great nation… and in you all the families of the 

earth shall be blessed. Genesis 12 v 2a – 3b 

 

When Simeon first holds the infant Jesus, he says 

He is a light to reveal God to the nations, and he is the glory of 

your people Israel! Luke 2 v 32 

 

We aren’t told how Jonah responds but as one who was used to 

hearing God I think that he got the message God was giving him. I 

wonder if it changed the way he prophesied in the future. 

 

The parable that Jesus tells in our gospel reading is another strange one 

and one that I don’t think would appeal to today’s Trade Unionists. It 

starts quite well, early in the morning the landowner hires men to work in 

his vineyard and agrees to pay them the going rate for their work. A 

few hours later he hires more workers saying that he’ll pay them 

“whatever was right at the end of the day” (Mtt 20 v 4), he does this 

twice more and then goes out a final time at 5-o-clock to find a few 

more workers still waiting to be hired. When they finish work they line up 

for their pay beginning with the last hired workers who discover that 

they are receiving a full day’s wages. When those who have worked a 

full day realise that 

they are only to be 

paid the same 

amount they 

protest “That’s not 

fair!”. I have to say 

that I feel a certain 

amount of 

sympathy for them, 

working all day in 

the hot sun is not 

fun and then to 

find that they will 

only be paid the 

same as those who 

have worked less hours but… they had agreed their wage as the 

landowner points out to them. The other side of the coin of course is 

that as more and more workers turned up the original workers didn’t 



have to work so hard, at the end of the day they took home a good 

wage to their families – and so did all the other workers. 

 

On the face of it this seems an unfair situation but look back at how 

Jesus begins this story – with the familiar words “For the Kingdom of 

Heaven is like…” (Mtt 20 v 1a). This is also a story about God’s grace open 

to all whether we deserve it or not - and none of us do deserve it. God’s 

love and grace extends also to the people we dislike/hate, the people 

we reject, the people we call illegal immigrants, the flotsam and jetsam 

of society whom we prefer not to think about, the people who reject us, 

the people who hold to a different faith than us. The lesson of Jonah is 

that they are the very people to whom we should be taking God’s 

message, and doing it graciously. Paul tells us 

Above all, you must live as citizens of heaven, conducting 

yourselves in a manner worthy of the Good News about Christ.  
Phil 1: 27a 

 

God’s grace is given to all who accept it, whenever they accept it. 

Having accepted it and become ‘citizens of heaven’ we have a 

responsibility to spread the message of that grace to others. If we live in 

a way that reflects our citizenship of heaven then sometimes, we may 

act in ways that seem unfair to the society in which we live just as the 

landowner in Jesus’s story did but Paul says 

Don’t be intimidated in any way by your enemies. Phil 1 v 18a 

 

and we need to remember that as citizens of heaven we are never 

alone, Jesus’s last words to us remind us 

And be sure of this: I am with you always, even to the end of the 

age. Mtt 28 v 20b 

 

Let’s live as citizens of heaven, reflecting God’s grace to others in our 

thoughts and deeds. 

Helen Evans 

 

 

 


