Albany Presbyterian Church 
September 20th 2026  Matthew 20:1-16  The first will be last, the last will be first. 
Driving through the city today, you've likely noticed billboards promoting political candidates and parties for the upcoming election. It’s only about a month away. Given global events and recent politics, many of us are weary of selecting the right leaders and parties to guide us through policies and visions for the country and our lives. But how do we choose? 
In today’s reading from Matthew, Jesus discusses the Kingdom of God through a familiar parable involving workers, a vineyard, and a landowner.  
The kingdom of God is like a landowner who owned a vineyard. He went out to the marketplace and hired workers at different times: 9 am, 12 noon, 3 pm, and 5 pm. The owner promised the first group a daily wage of one denarius and a fair payment to the others. In the end, all workers were paid a denarius each, starting with those hired last and moving to those hired first. The first group, who worked all day, grumbled, feeling it was unfair that those who came late were paid equally. They were then reminded that they received what was promised and that it is not their concern what God does with what belongs to Him. Ultimately, the first will be last, and the last will be first, in God’s kingdom. 
This story is set in a context where quiet contests raged among the disciples over who was greatest, first, and most important. Even after this parable, James and John's mother approached Jesus to ask for a seat in his kingdom for her sons. She and others believed Jesus would become a king in Jerusalem, overthrowing Rome and the powers and authorities. This expectation is reflected in Jesus’ response at Herod’s court, when he is accused of insurrection; Jesus says, “My kingdom is not of this world” (John 18:36). 
This story began earlier in chapter 19, where a man approached Jesus wanting to know how to gain eternal life. Jesus, recognising that the man knew God's way and had kept all commandments since youth, told him to sell all he had and be his disciple. But he was extremely rich and could not give up his wealth, so he left utterly disappointed. Others saw this and wondered, because in those times wealth was seen as a sign of God's blessing, yet the man couldn't follow the path to salvation.  
Peter asks Jesus, “What will there be for us?” in verse 27 of chapter 19, comparing themselves to the man and asking what reward they would have, since they had left everything to follow Jesus. 
Of course, Jesus talks about the glorious throne, with each of the twelve sitting on a throne to judge Israel's tribes (19:29), symbolizing great authority. But he also says, " But many who are first will be last; many who are last will be first.” What was Jesus wanting to say to Peter? Also to us?
First, you might say that this kind of marketing practice does not align with modern market rationality, distributive justice, or the basic income concept. Paying equal wages for unequal hours breaks every kind of rule.  
And that it tells us that God's kingdom is governed completely differently; it is ruled not by human standards or will, but solely by His will. And that whether we agree or not, we cannot fault what He does with what belongs to Him. Isaiah 55:8-9 says, “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways. As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.” God’s justice is that He gives what He promised to those hired first, a denarius, and to others what was right for the owner of the vineyard, also a denarius. 
Second, from the perspective of those hired at the eleventh hour, at five o’clock in the afternoon, God's generosity is great; their joy was even greater. They deserved one tenth of a denarius, called ‘as-asses’, barely enough to buy a loaf of bread. Anything less than a denarius would have been insufficient to meet a family's daily needs. They stood at the eleventh hour, hoping for even one tenth, thinking a loaf of bread would be better than none. Whether they ate that day depended solely on the landowner coming by the marketplace to hire them for work in his vineyard. The story reminds us that grace embodies God’s unearned mercy and is freely given, and that love is unconditional. We cannot earn God’s grace, as it depends solely on God.  
Third, it is easy to see ourselves in those who complained because the landowner’s distribution of his generosity seemed unfair and unequal: they had to endure ‘the burden of the work and the heat of the day.’  They compare themselves to those who worked only one hour.  To that, Jesus says, “Are you envious because I am generous?”  Are we envious because God is generous? Are our work and effort less valued just because others were rewarded the same grace? 
Do you remember the story of Jonah? The prophet was sent to Nineveh but initially refused, fleeing as far as he could and ending up inside a giant fish. Eventually, he obeyed God and delivered His message of judgment. He waited outside the city, expecting its destruction, but was surprised when the entire city repented and turned to God. In response, God decided to spare them. Jonah was furious, and in Jonah 4:2, he lamented, saying, "O Lord, is not this what I said when I was in my country? I knew you are a gracious, merciful, and slow to anger God, full of steadfast love." He even wished for death, saying, "Please take my life—it’s better for me to die than to live." Quite dramatic! Later, God teaches him that the vine that once flourished even gives him shelter; it withers the next; He said, “You have been concerned about this plant, though you did not tend it or make it grow. It sprang up overnight and died overnight. And should I not have been concerned for the great city of Nineveh?” “Are you upset, because I am gracious?”  As Exodus 33:19 says, “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, the Lord God says; have compassion on whom I have compassion.” I was always wondering why he was so upset. His prophecy made the whole city repent and turn to God. 
Jesus speaks to Peter and other disciples like James and John, who thought they deserved more because they worked harder, followed Jesus longer, and believed they deserved their authority and status. Jesus cautions them—and us—that no one truly earns God’s grace. In God’s Kingdom, fairness and earning what you deserve don't apply; here, instead, the last will be first, and the first will be last.  
So as a church of Christ, we are the workers in God’s vineyard; we are all here by God's grace, united in God's love as revealed in Jesus who called us here.   We are all undeserving of God’s grace and Mercy, but we are all saved by the grace of God through Christ Jesus, and so, as Paul says in Philippians 2:2, be like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and of one mind. Do not regard yourselves as greater than others; in humility, consider others better than yourselves. Not looking to your own interest but each of you to the interests of the others.  
Perhaps we are to live as those who came to the vineyard at the eleventh hour, grateful and joyful for all that God has blessed us with.  And we are those who were called first, working hard from the first thing in the morning. We are to be grateful for what we were given. We are also grateful for what God is doing in and around us, and we rejoice in seeing others receive God’s grace and mercy. 

It won't be easy to decide how to vote. 
So it happened I was asked to lead a prayer tonight at Auckland’s church gathering. Maybe pray for humility and honesty, for our leaders to have wisdom to be merciful to all.  And that somehow God will raise up good leadership to govern our country well. 

