
 

“The First Shall Be Last, and the Last First” 
(Matthew 20:1-16) 

 
 
 

 Last week, our Lord reminded us that we must love Him most of all.  There can be 
nothing else in our lives that we care about more than Him, not father or mother, not husband or 
wife, not children or friends, work, possessions, anything.  The things that we have we must hold 
onto very loosely in this life and be willing to let them all go at a moment’s notice, if the Lord 
should call us to.  He doesn’t mean when death finally takes them out of our hands, when we 
really don’t have any choice, but even now, while we still have some of life ahead of us.  The 
Lord wants to be our treasure.  He wants to have our hearts.  He wants to be at the very center of 
our lives.  If we love anything more than Him, then we are committing idolatry and spiritual 
adultery, which are very serious sins.  Our God is a jealous God.  He tells us that He won’t take 
second place to anyone or anything.   
 But having said this the Lord also reminded us that if we give up all we have, we really 
won’t lose out in the end.  We can’t out give God.  Whatever He calls us to give up, He will pay 
back many times as much in this life; and in the life to come, He will give us eternal life.  So we 
don’t need to be afraid to let go of what we have.  God said He would take care of us, and He 
will do it.   
 But now Jesus tells us a parable, a parable which is meant to tell us something more 
about the reward He spoke of, a parable which is most likely meant to keep us humble about our 
rewards.  A landowner goes into the market place at different hours of the day to hire workers for 
his vineyard.  He begins at the first hour, and then goes out at the third, sixth, ninth and finally 
the eleventh hour.  At the end of the day, he tells his foreman to gather the workers and pay them 
their wages, beginning with the last ones hired and ending with the first, and he pays them all the 
same.  When the first group complains, he tells them that they have nothing to complain about.  
He didn’t give them any less than he promised, rather he gave more than the others deserved.  
Through this Jesus teaches His disciples that the first shall be last and the last first.   
 Now what exactly does He mean by this?  I have to admit that it’s very difficult to know 
for sure.  What I would like to do is to consider what the possible meanings of this parable are 
and learn what we can from them.   
 Now there are things we can know for certain.  First of all, we know that Jesus is talking 
here about the same thing He was in our last sermon.  Notice the end of chapter 19.  Jesus says, 
“But many who are first will be last; and the last, first” (v. 30).  And then look at chapter 20, 
verse 16, where He says the same thing again, “Thus the last shall be first, and the first last.”  
Obviously, what He says in-between is meant to explain to us what He said in chapter 19, verse 
30, which comes at the end of what Jesus said those who left everything can expect to receive as 
a reward on the day of judgment.  There are other things we can know as well.  The vineyard is 
the kingdom of heaven, the landowner is the Lord Jesus Christ, the workers are Christ’s people, 
the end of the day is end of the time in which the workers can work -- either the end of a man’s 
life or the end of history --, and each man receives the same reward for doing more or less work 
in harder or easier situations.  It’s also clear that the owner of the vineyard purposely pays the 
men who were hired last, before he pays those who were hired first to make a point about his 
justice and his generosity.  He was just in that he gave to each man he hired at first the amount he 
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agreed to pay them, while he was generous in giving to those hired later the same amount that he 
gave to the first group.  The difficulty, of course, comes in trying to figure out exactly what Jesus 
was teaching His disciples in this parable.   
 One of the views is that the Lord was showing us what the reaction of the Jews would be 
to the Gentiles that He would later call into His kingdom.  The Jews in this parable are those who 
were called at the first hour; they were the first to be called by the Lord into His kingdom, to 
labor in His vineyard.  The Gentiles are those who were called later at the third, sixth, ninth and 
eleventh hours.  Since they were called later in the history of the church, they would not need to 
labor nearly as long, nor through as many difficulties as the Jews.  We also know from the 
Scripture that when the Jews saw that the Lord was giving to the Gentiles the same gift of 
salvation that He gave them, they murmured, because they thought they were the privileged few.  
After all, they had, as Paul writes in Romans 9:4-5, “The adoption as sons and the glory and the 
covenants and the giving of the Law and the temple service and the promises, whose are the 
fathers, and from whom is the Christ according to the flesh, who is God over all, blessed 
forever.”  But the Lord reminds them that He gave them what He had promised.  He didn’t short 
them.  It only looks that way because the Gentiles who didn’t labor nearly as long, nor through 
nearly as many hardships received the same as they did.  The Lord has the right to do what He 
wants with what He has.  If He wants to give the Gentiles the same as to the Jews, that’s His 
business.  No one really has any room to complain that they’re not getting what they deserve.   
 Now is this what Jesus is teaching us here:  the fact that the Jews would become jealous 
of the Gentiles?  It’s possible.  Certainly the Lord intended Gentile conversion to make the Jews 
jealous, so that He might save some (Rom. 11:11).  There were even converted Jews who had 
difficulty with it.  When Peter went to Cornelius’ house and preached to him and his household, 
the Jews in Jerusalem later questioned him about, thinking at first that he had done something 
wrong (Acts 11:1-18).  Now it would be difficult for us to put ourselves in their position, since, 
after all, we’re Gentiles.  But it is possible.  Sometimes even as Christians we can tend to 
become upset about those the Lord saves, especially if they happened to be our enemies.  
Imagine what it would be like for a Christian missionary who had his wife and children killed by 
a soldier in the country in which he is serving, only to see that soldier later come to Christ.  He 
would probably feel the same way the Jews would have, if during World War II, Hitler had 
converted to Judaism.  Sometimes seeing people we don’t like get off the hook makes us murmur 
against the Lord that He’s too gracious.  But obviously this isn’t how the Lord wants us to 
behave.  No matter what anyone does to us, we are still to love them and want what’s best for 
them, even while they are our enemy!  How much more should we love them if they become our 
brothers.  The Jews hated the Gentiles.  They were the unclean ones.  It was very difficult for the 
Jews to accept them.  But through the grace of Christ, they were able to do so.   
 Most of the other views see this parable as somehow saying that no matter what we do in 
life, our reward will be the same in heaven.  It doesn’t matter how long you work, whether you 
were called when you were in the womb or on your death bed; it doesn’t matter how hard you 
work, whether you give yourself unreservedly to do the Lord’s work whenever and wherever you 
are, or whether you serve Him very little; it doesn’t matter how much you sacrifice, whether you 
give up all your possessions to go to the mission field or to help meet the needs of your brethren, 
or give up very little and stay at home; and it doesn’t matter when you were called in the history 
of the church, whether very early on during the times of persecution, or later during time of 
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relative peace, whether you had to give your life in the service of Christ, or lived in safety, 
everyone will receive the same reward.  There were those in this parable who were hired at the 
first hour, which is the first working hour of the day, about 6:00 a.m.  They had to work the 
longest -- they had to bear the greatest burden of the day, about 12 hours -- and they had to work 
the hardest -- they worked throughout the heat of the day.  There were also those who were hired 
at the third hour -- which is 9:00 a.m. -- the sixth hour -- which is 12:00 p.m. -- the ninth hour -- 
which is 3:00 p.m. -- and finally the eleventh hour -- which is 5:00 p.m., one hour before the end 
of the workday.  And yet when they were paid, they all received the same amount.   
 Now did Jesus mean to say here that everyone will receive the same reward on the day of 
judgment no matter how long or how hard they labored?  I don’t think so.  For one thing, it 
appears that Jesus already told the apostles that they would receive a greater reward than others 
for leaving everything and following Him -- they would sit on twelve thrones judging the twelve 
tribes of Israel (19:28).  When James and John asked if they could sit on Christ’s left and right 
hands in His kingdom -- which are the places of honor --, Jesus did not deny that there were such 
places, but said that these seats were reserved for those who were chosen to sit there (20:23).  
Jesus told the rich young ruler that if he would sell all his possessions and give his money to the 
poor, he would have treasure in heaven (19:21), and presumably the more we give in relation to 
what we have, the greater our reward will be in heaven (6:20).  Paul tells us that each man will 
receive what he has done in the body, whether good or bad (2 Cor. 5:10).  He says that God will 
give to each man according to what he has done (Rom. 2:6).  And he tells us in 1 Corinthians 3 
that each man’s reward will be different according to how he has lived  (vv. 10-15).  On that day 
some will receive a greater reward, while others will have no reward at all, except for eternal life.  
Even if the fire that tests their works burns those works up completely, they will still be saved (v. 
15).  If the Lord was going to reward everyone’s work exactly the same, then the person who 
receives Christ on his death bed would receive the same as the one who served the Lord with his 
sweat and tears his whole life.   
 Because of these things, I don’t believe that Jesus is saying that everyone of His children 
will receive the same reward.  Knowing our hearts, that is the worst thing He could tell us, 
because our sin would soon turn this into an opportunity for us to sit back and do nothing.  How 
many of us here would be tempted not to put much effort into our work if we knew that our 
employers were going to pay us exactly the same amount whether we knocked ourselves out or 
kicked back and relaxed?  How many people have we met who don’t work very hard precisely 
for this reason.  No.  The Lord wants us to be hard workers, and certainly if we love the Lord, we 
will work as hard as we can, according to how much strength He gives us.  Read this parable 
again.  No one in the vineyard just sat down and did nothing.  Those who complained, 
complained that they had to work too hard.  They had to bear the burden and heat of the day.  
They weren’t just sitting around.  All the workers were doing what they were hired to do.  The 
only difference was that some worked longer and harder than others.  But all who worked, 
received the reward.  In the same way, we must do what the Lord calls us to do, if we are to 
receive the inheritance.  Paul writes, “For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for 
good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Eph. 2:10).  And 
James reminds us, “Faith without works is dead” (James 2:26).   
 Now if Jesus isn’t talking about our reward, what is He talking about?  I believe He is 
talking about salvation.  This is the one thing that every one of His workers will receive.  This is 
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the reward for their labors.  Their work doesn’t earn it, it only shows that they have it.  Christ’s 
work earns it.  You must first trust in Him and in His works before you can even enter into the 
vineyard to begin your work.   
 What then is the main point of this parable?  I think Calvin is most likely correct when he 
says, “As this parable is nothing else than a confirmation of the preceding sentence, the last shall 
be first, it now remains to see in what manner it ought to be applied.  Some commentators reduce 
it to this general proposition, that the glory of all; will be equal, because the heavenly inheritance 
is not obtained by the merits of works, but is bestowed freely.  But Christ does not here argue 
either about the equality of the heavenly glory, or about the future condition of the godly.  He 
only declares that those who were first in point of time have no right to boast or to insult others; 
because the Lord, whenever he pleases, may call those whom he appeared for a time to 
disregard, and may make them equal, or even superior, to the first.  If any man should resolve to 
sift out with exactness every portion of this parable, his curiosity would be useless; and therefore 
we have nothing more to inquire than what was the design of Christ to teach.  Now we have 
already said that he had no other object in view than to excite his people by continual spurs to 
make progress.  We know that [laziness] almost always springs from excessive confidence; and 
this is the reason why many, as if they had reached the goal, stop short in the middle of the 
course.  Thus Paul enjoins us to forget the things which are behind, 
(Philippians 3:13,) that, reflecting on what yet remains for us, we may arouse ourselves to 
persevere in running” (Matthew, Ages, 304).  Jesus is not teaching us that everyone’s reward will 
be the same.  Neither is He necessarily commenting on the relationship of Jews and Gentiles.  
Rather, He is saying that those who are saved earlier on in life shouldn’t think more highly of 
themselves than they ought, but realize that the Lord can call whoever He wants to, whenever He 
wants, into His kingdom and give them the same reward or honor if He desires.  This was to 
encourage the apostles not to become proud.  This should encourage us also not to be jealous of 
one another, or of anyone else, but to keep our eyes on our own work, and work humbly and 
diligently for our Lord, realizing that whatever reward we receive at all, is purely by His grace.  
Let us then give the Lord all that we have.  He loved us so much that He sent His Son to die for 
us that we might live with Him forever.  What can we give Him in return?  A heart that is 
dedicated to His service.  Let’s not try to be first in anything else but in giving God glory and 
trying to outdo one another in showing each other honor (Rom. 12:10).  May the Lord grant to 
each of us this heart.  Amen.   


