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 Most of you know that Andy and I 

have three sons – Micah, Cameron, and 

Logan.  Verse 16 of this passage is one of 

Logan’s favorite Bible verses: “The last will 

be first, and the first will be last.”  In 

Logan’s short, seven years, his whole life 

has revolved around being last in the birth 

order.  He has watched his brothers get to do 

things that he hasn’t yet been able to do 

because they are older.  He has been last at 

learning how to do things – the last to learn 

how to read, how to swim, how to ride a 

bike.  Sometimes it may feel to Logan that 

he doesn’t get the same cheers and 

celebrations for his accomplishments that 

Micah, the first born, got.  Perhaps he feels 

that instead of saying, “Good job, Logan!  

Way to go!” he gets, “Whatever…it’s about 

time, Logan!”  So, it’s understandable that 

to Logan, this verse, “The last shall be first, 

and the first shall be last,” gives him hope, 

that he won’t always be ranked last.  That he 

won’t always be treated unkindly because he 

was born last – something he had no control 

over.  To Logan, this verse seems fair. 

 But, who do you think sees this verse 

differently – as not being fair?  Micah – the 

first born!  He has a different perspective.  

Micah could not control the birth order 

either, but he WAS first.  It wasn’t his 

choice that his milestones were celebrated 

with pomp and circumstance.  In many 

cultures and in the Bible, the first born has a 

birthright that often doubled the father’s 

inheritance like in the case of Jacob and 

Esau.  This special right and privilege sets 

an expectation that the first gets special 

treatment.   

 In this parable of the Laborers in the 

Vineyard, there are five groups of people 

who are ranked similarly to birth order.  

They are ordered by the time they arrived 

for work in the vineyard: Early morning, 

9:00, Noon, 3:00, and 5:00.  All of the 

laborers meet the landowner in the same 

place – in the marketplace.  When I first 

read this, I thought of the day laborers who 

congregate in front of Home Depot, hoping 

to get a job each day.  The culture 

surrounding this parable is similar.  The 

Roman Empire was a hierarchy.  The social 

structure was ordered by rank.  A few 

powerful men and families ruled, and they 

were supported by the peasant workers.  

There was no middle class – just the upper 

class and the lower (working) class.  The 

workers would gather in the marketplace, 

hoping to get a job to earn their daily bread 

from one of the powerful landowners.   

 We may be tempted to rank these 

five groups of workers by worthiness instead 

of chronologically.  Especially when viewed 

from our own society where hard work is 

valued and rewarded.  That’s the American 

dream – if we work hard and have 

determination, then we will succeed and 

prosper.  However, when we work ourselves 

to exhaustion, our determination wears thin, 

and we feel that we’re still not getting ahead 

despite our hard work.  We begin to look at 

others who seem to have it easy, and we 

wonder why we can’t have that too.   

 The early risers, the first ones on the 

job, the ones who labor the longest through 

the scorching heat and who endure back-

breaking work, begin to form expectations 

like the early morning laborers in the 

parable – shouldn’t I get paid more for 

working more?  We are worthier.  We 

deserve more than the late arrivers. 

 The 5 o’clockers, the ones who 

began at 5:00 and only worked an hour are 

the people who live glamorous lives and 

seem to have it easier.  In today’s society, 

they could be the ones who won The Voice 

or America’s Got Talent to get the record 

deal or prize money instead of first living off 

the tip jar and then working up to the big 

money.  The YouTubers, who make 

ridiculous money by recording silly videos 
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and getting people to watch them.  The trust 

fund babies who live off their parent’s hard 

work or lottery winners.  The early risers 

may say it isn’t fair that they are successful 

without putting in the hard work.  It’s not 

right that they get paid the same – or even 

more, in some cases.  They don’t deserve the 

same wage!   

 However, as the landowner pointed 

out in verse 13, “Friend, I am doing you no 

wrong.”  The landowner did not take away 

from the early risers or go back on their 

agreement.  The landowner was just being 

generous to all the workers.  This parable 

may show a different kind of employer than 

we’re used to, and certainly one the Roman 

peasants were not accustomed to.  If we look 

at the employer’s hiring practices, it really 

doesn’t make good business sense.  The 

landowner could’ve saved a lot of money if 

the agreement was based on an hourly wage 

instead of a daily wage.  This landowner 

was unique because the goal was not to 

make money.  The goal was to give and 

fulfill a need in the laborers’ lives.     

 Jesus showed that in the kingdom of 

heaven, we live by a different set of rules 

and regulations.  Jesus turns things upside 

down, where the last, the bottom of the 

pyramid will be first, and the first, the few at 

the top, will be last.  If we find ourselves in 

the bottom of the pyramid, it’s easy for us to 

cheer and say, “Yay!  Jesus!  Stick it to the 

Man!”  But, if we find ourselves at the top 

of the pyramid, it’s easy for us to grumble 

and complain, “That’s not fair! I worked 

hard to get here.  It’s my birthright!”   

 Jesus was an advocate for the people 

pushed to the bottom of the hierarchal 

pyramid, but Jesus isn’t suggesting that the 

Have-nots are better than the Haves, that one 

group is worthier or more deserving of 

God’s generosity.  Jesus is saying there’s no 

social ranking to God’s grace.   The 

kingdom of heaven doesn’t have a pyramid.  

“The last will be first and the first will be 

last” because those two groups will be one.  

We are all equal in the kingdom of God, and 

we are all one in Christ.  Grace is a gift to all 

of us who are undeserving and unworthy.  

We can never earn God’s grace.  God is a 

just and generous God who gives us this gift 

no matter what time we arrive at the 

vineyard to serve.  

 We all find ourselves gathered in that 

marketplace from time to time.  God comes 

to us while we’re standing in that place to 

offer the free gift of grace and to send us out 

into the fields to serve.  Sometimes we stand 

idly all day, and sometimes we’re the eager 

and caffeinated early risers.  It doesn’t 

matter which group we fall into; it doesn’t 

matter if we’re first or last.  We are equal in 

the eyes of God.  We are one in Christ Jesus.  

Amen. 

 

 


