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“Five Top Parables: The First Shall be Last” 
Matthew 20:1-16 

A Sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 
This week we continue our sermon series on the parables of Jesus with a 

look at the story of the laborers in the vineyard, also known as the parable of 

the un-hired hands.  Like the other parables in this series, this is a simple 

story Jesus told using people, places and things in everyday life in order to 

teach a lesson about God. 

The situation depicted here would have been very common in Bible times.  

Unskilled workers, laborers, looking for someone to hire them for the day. 

This picture is not totally unfamiliar to us today.  In some places, especially 

near major cities, we see people—most of them immigrants—gather in 

parking lots or on city streets waiting for someone to give them work. 

In this way, Jesus’ parable connects us with the real world. 

Now the reason Jesus tells this story requires a little bit of background and 

for that, we need to look at what’s just happened in the Gospel of Matthew. 

- At this point in his ministry, Jesus was traveling through Judea, in the 
region around the Jordan River.  One day, he was teaching a large 
crowd, including some Pharisees. 

- At one point, when the disciples try to keep some children away from 
him, Jesus rebukes his followers and tells them to let the children 
come to him, “for to such belong the Kingdom of Heaven: (Matt 
19:14). 

- Next, a rich young man approaches Jesus and asks him what he has to 
do to inherit eternal life.  Jesus tells him to give up his wealth, turn, 
and follow Jesus.  The young man went away disappointed because he 
was very attached to his wealth. 

- When the disciples heard Jesus say this they began to wonder: “We’ve 
left behind everything to follow you.  What can we expect?” (Matt 
19:27). 
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- To which Jesus replies that anyone who’s left behind their families 
and possessions will be rewarded a hundred times over and will 
inherit the life of the new age that’s coming into the world.  And then 
he says “But many who are first shall be last, and the last shall be 
first.”  Another translation says “But many at the front will find 
themselves at the back, and the back ones at the front” (Matt 19:30).1 

If you’re looking for the common thread here it’s this: following Jesus 

demands sacrificing the things that are nearest and dearest to us.  Some 

people are unable—or, more likely, unwilling—to make that sacrifice, to 

give up what stands between them and God.  The message from these 

encounters between Jesus and the crowd is that all the people who were 

thought of as first in the world (religious leaders, wealthy) may not make it 

into the Kingdom of Heaven but those were the least valued (children, the 

poor) will be welcomed.  

Those who were at the front will find themselves in back, and the back ones 
at the front. 
And then, Jesus tells a story about a man who wants to hire workers for his 

vineyard. 

- He goes out to the marketplace and finds some at the start of the day 
and hires them to work for a day’s wage. 

- He goes out again at 9 a.m., finds some more people, and agrees to 
pay them “what is right.” 

- At noon and at 3 he hires more workers. 
- At last, around 5 p.m., he finds still more people and he hires them 

too. 
- At the end of the day, the owner of the vineyard pays the workers 

beginning with the last hired.  He gave them all a denarius, which was 
a day’s wage. 

- When the first hired complain that they should have received more for 
working so hard and so long, the vineyard owner explains that he can 

                                                
1 Tom Wright, Matthew for Everyone, Part 2, (London: Society for the Propagation of Christian 
Knowledge, 2002), 55. 
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pay what he wants.  Besides, he’s paying them exactly what they 
agreed to work for.   

Now, when we think about this story, we really don’t like the outcome, do 

we? 

If we put ourselves in the sandals of the people who worked all day in the 

hot sun, wouldn’t we expect something more than those who worked only 

one hour? 

Don't you think there ought to be some kind of “signing bonus” for getting 

hired at the crack of dawn and putting in all that work? 

Who do you know that would work under these conditions? 

Who do you know who would pay people to work like this? 

Answer: no one. 

It’s just not fair that the people who worked only one hour got paid the same 

as those who worked 12 hours. 

But we need to remember this story is not a comment on social justice in 

Jesus’ day, or ours for that matter. 

It’s not a model for an economic system in our world. 

The point is that Jesus used this story about the landowner and the workers 

as a model for God’s economy of grace.  For the landowner in the story 

represents God.  And God dispenses grace as God sees fit—to the most 

unlikely people from the standpoint of those who have power in this world. 

Now let’s look at the story from the standpoint of the laborers waiting to be 

hired at the end of the day.  Sometimes when we hear this part, we think the 

ones hired later in the day must be lazy.  Why else would they be standing 

around doing nothing?   

But if we listen closely, we get a sense of their plight from the response they 

give the landowner: “Because no one has hired us.” 
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Anyone who has been out of work for any length of time can identify with 

this situation.  Some of us can even remember a time in this country called 

The Great Depression, when millions were out of work for months and 

years.  It’s hard to imagine the toll that takes on people—mentally, 

emotionally, spiritually. 

But in another sense, this response “because no one has hired us” represents 

a world of people waiting.  There are millions of people in our world today 

who go through life with a feeling of never ending emptiness as they wait 

for someone to “hire” them.2 

I’m not talking about jobs here.   

I’m talking about having a reason to live. 

J. Ellsworth Kalas, is the author of the book Parables From the Backside, 

which is the main resource I’m using for this sermon series.  He writes: 

“There are in our world ceaseless multitudes who want desperately to know 

that life amounts to something, that there is some purpose in their living, a 

reason to inhabit this planet.”3 

This is a sad picture indeed—a picture of people who wait for something 

that may never happen. 

These people are the unwanted ones, the kind of people everybody tried not 

to hire. 

They go through life standing in the marketplace, all day long, just waiting 

for someone or something to want them; for someone or something to give 

them value; for someone or something to help them come alive. 

And when there’s nothing for them, their lives can become tragic: 

                                                
2 J. Ellsworth Kalas, Parables from the Backside, Volume 1, (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1992), 88-89.  
3 Ibid., 90. 
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- Some people find life too boring, so they drop out, taking a seat on the 
sidelines. 

- Some will seek escape through alcohol, drugs or other outlets. 
- A few find they can’t take it at all, this being unwanted, so they take 

their own lives, or try to. 
Maybe we’ve known people like this. 

Maybe some of us have been people like this at some point in our lives. 

When we think of the story of the un-hired workers in this light, maybe we 

won’t begrudge them the full day’s wage after all.   

Maybe those of us who were “hired on” in the morning or early afternoon 

can see them as we should: lost people just waiting to be found.4 

The internet is full of slogans and quotations.   

I see a lot of them on FaceBook every day. 

There’s one quotation I found that I think speaks directly to the dilemma of 

the un-hired hands; the ones waiting for someone or something to find them; 

the ones who want desperately to have meaning in life: 

SLIDE: “Never settle for someone else’s something when you know there is 

someone out there waiting to make you their something.”5 

As I interpret this, I think it means that we shouldn’t settle for second best. 

Don’t let somebody else define you when you know someone else has a 

much better place for you in this life. 

My friends, the someone waiting to make you their something is Jesus 

Christ. 

Jesus is the one who gives life meaning—we can say, new meaning—in the 

new life God offers us through faith in Christ. 

                                                
4 Ibid., 89-90. 
5 www.BestQuotes4you.com, accessed 23 July 2014. 
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Living into this faith gives us purpose—God’s purpose for our lives.  When 

we accept this, we remember who we are, and whose we are: 

- We are beloved children of God. 
- We are adopted into God’s family to love, and to be loved, by the 

Creator God who loved us into existence. 
- God has a purpose for our lives: to be agents of God’s love, bringing 

healing and wholeness to a world that is hurting and broken. 
The lesson of the un-hired hands puts us in touch with the mystery of God’s 

grace: 

- It’s for everyone. 
- It’s not a reward for work we’ve done.6 
- It’s a gift given to us by the redeeming work Jesus Christ has done for 

us on the Cross. 
- It’s absolutely free, but it will cost us everything—our whole lives. 

Remember: Jesus is the someone waiting to make us his something. 

Jesus gives us purpose and meaning in life: 

To love God and to love others as we love ourselves. 

There are plenty of people hanging around the marketplace of life just 

waiting for meaning and purpose. 

Don’t keep them waiting. 

Let them know about Jesus, and about what Jesus has done for you.   

When we share this good news in our own way, we become God’s hiring 

agents. 

We are redeemed by God to let other people know God loves them—God 

wants to hire them.   

There is room enough for everyone in the vineyard because of God’s grace. 

Now is the time to come.7 

                                                
6 Tom Wright, Matthew for Everyone, Part II, (London: Society for the Propagation of Christian 
Knowledge, 2002), 57. 
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In the name of Jesus. 

Amen. 

                                                                                                                                            
7 Paraphrased from Kalas, 92. 


