The Last Will Be First

Psalm 27:1-6, Matthew 20:1-16 September 3, 2000

“‘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 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?’ So the last will be first,
and the first last.”

How can that be? Something is wrong here! We believe that people should get what they
deserve. They should receive what they have earned. They should have what they have worked
for, nothing more and nothing less. At least, we believe this applies to other people. It is only
fair. If other people get more than they deserve, then we want more. If other people receive more
than they earned, then we want higher pay. If other people have more than they worked for, then
we want part of it. That is why this parable grabs us. It is not fair! We “have borne the burden of
the day and the scorching heat.” We have seen the less deserving get as much as we have. We do
not like it. And Jesus says, “the kingdom of heaven is like” that.

Now we are in a jam! Jesus has us right where he wants us. If we stand by our notions of
right and wrong, we oppose Jesus. If we admit that Jesus is right, we have to throw out our
notions of goodness and fairness. We have to start over. We have to learn from the ground up.
That will be hard. But that is what this parable is challenging us to do. How did we get to this
point?

We got here by thinking that God is like us. We believe that people should get what they
deserve. They should receive what they have earned. They should have what they have worked
for, nothing more and nothing less. At least, we believe this applies to other people. Then we
make the colossal assumption that God believes what we believe. We suppose that God operates
the way we operate. We imagine God’s fairness is like our fairness. We think that God will
reward us because we are good. Then we run right into the teachings of Jesus Christ.

What does Jesus say about God? God is free to give gifts as he pleases! Our thoughts
about what people deserve do not constrain God. God does not care if we think his generosity is
not fair. God’s gifts do not depend upon human goodness. God is not like us. As is it written in
Isaiah, “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, says the LORD.
For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my
thoughts than your thoughts.” And as the householder says, “Am I not allowed to do what I
choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity?”” God is not like us. God
does not operate on the basis of what people deserve. Instead, God’s ways are full of grace. God
is free to give gifts as he pleases.

If we stop to think about this, we may stop complaining and realize this is good. The
parable grabs us only because we think of ourselves as the first, the best, the brightest, the hardest
working, and the most deserving. That is why we do not want anyone else to get more than we
think they deserve. When we realize that we may not be the first, we appreciate the gifts of God.
When we realize that we may not be the best, the brightest, the hardest working, and the most
deserving, we appreciate the grace of God.

Yes, there are strengths, virtues, and actions in our lives which are good. We are proud of
them. We want to stand up and claim our reward. But life is not so simple. On the dark side,
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there are weaknesses, failures, betrayals, and wrongdoings. We are not proud of these. We
deserve to be punished for them. So, we want what we deserve, and yet, we are desperately afraid
that we will get what we deserve. We want to live by our words and actions, and we want to
escape our words and actions. These are the contradictions within which we live.

The great, underlying truth in this parable is that God is free to give as he pleases. God is
different from us and from the way we think about God. We are being handed a total upheaval of
our expectations about God, and we are being invited to trust the goodness of God who is beyond
our comprehension. What is going on here? Jesus is telling us that God, in all freedom, holiness,
majesty, and sovereignty, chooses to relate to us by grace. God chooses to relate to us by the free
goodness and generosity of his heart. God chooses not to give us what we deserve, not to pay us
what we have earned, and not to condemn us for our sin and rebellion. Thank God Almighty for
that! God chooses to pay us what Jesus Christ alone has earned and deserves— life eternal. All
discussion of how good we are is eliminated. All bragging about how much we deserve is
silenced. All comparison of what we have earned with what anyone else has earned is done away
with. We are left standing empty handed before the sheer grace of God. Will we trust in God’s
strange goodness and generosity?

This parable is more than a challenge for us to abandon our notions of fairness. It is an
invitation for us to abandon our attempts to live by our being first. It is an invitation for us to live
by the grace of God. It is an invitation for us to be confident in Jesus Christ. So, this parable is
not just a story about God’s grace. It is a word of grace. It brings God’s grace to us, it shatters our
expectations about what is good and right, and it calls for our response. Our lives are graced, and
Jesus invites us to rejoice in the goodness of God. What a wonderful opportunity! We spend too
much time rejoicing in our own supposed goodness. The parable grabs us because we think we
have worked long and hard. We think we have been good and faithful and that God must have a
big reward waiting for us. But when honesty prevails, our record is not that good. Others have
worked longer, carried larger burdens, and suffered more, in the name of the Lord. We are
invited to rejoice in the goodness and glory and generosity of God. Indeed, we are invited to sing
God’s praises.

We are also invited by this parable to be gracious and humble. We are not to think too
highly of ourselves and our own deserving. The upheaval of our expectations about God involves
radical changes in our opinions of ourselves. Instead of trying to make God conform to our
standards of goodness, we are to trust God’s very different goodness. This gives us reason to
doubt our own greatest goodness, to suspect our own highest morality, and to question our own
most profound intelligence. At the same time, we are not to look down on others. Instead, we are
to rid ourselves of disdain for others. The goodness of God to us provides the pattern and the
power for us to accept others. The begrudging by the first hired laborers of the generosity of the
householder to the last hired warns long term Christians against looking down on young
Christians or recent converts. We are invited not to think too highly of ourselves. And we are
invited to think more highly of our neighbor.

It is also part of God’s grace in this parable that he calls us to be laborers. God calls us to
particular jobs in this life. We are here for a reason. We are not here to spin our wheels, to pass
time, or to beat our heads against the wall. God has a plan for the world. God has a direction for
human history. And God calls us to labor in his vineyard, to be a part of his kingdom. We talk
about people being called to the ministry, but we forget to talk about God calling every one of us
to our work. Do we listen to God’s call? Do we obey? One of the most important things we can
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do for each other as a church is to pray together and seek the will of God for each others’ lives.
As John Calvin writes of this parable, “We may also gather that our whole life is useless and we
are justly condemned of laziness until we frame our life to the command and calling of God.
From this it follows that they labour in vain who thoughtlessly take up this or that kind of life and
do not wait for God’s calling. Finally we may also infer from Christ’s words that only they are
pleasing to God who work for the advantage of their brethren.” That is, God has a plan, not only
for the world, but for each of our lives. God is calling us to particular work. It may be farming or
factory work, medicine or law, teaching or ministry, sales or management, or any one of
countless other things. Part of our discipleship is to listen and to obey. It is not up to us simply to
choose what we like. Instead, our lives and service are offered meaning as we take up the tasks
for which we have been prepared. Obedience is a high form of gratitude.

This parable also invites and calls us to be evangelists. God keeps bringing in more and
more people. The farther along we go, the more laborers God keeps adding. So what if the
rewards are equal? God has been good to us all more than we deserve. Part of our Christian life is
to share that good news with other people. Everyone of us can bring someone here to hear the
good news of Jesus Christ and to worship God. It may be a member of our own family that we
can bring. It may be a new person at school. It may be a neighbor or a friend. Let me invite and
encourage and challenge each of us to bring people to church. It may be the greatest gift you can
give to them as well as to the church.

“‘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 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?’ So the last will be first,
and the first last.” This parable is left open ended. The questions raised are left unanswered. The
Lord is waiting to see how we will answer, how we will respond, how we will conclude the story
in our own lives. Will we grumble with the first hired laborers and go away begrudging God’s
generosity? Or will we break forth into songs of rejoicing in the goodness of God?

To God be the glory, forever and ever! Amen.
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