
Reflection for the Twenty Fifth Sunday of the Church’s Year 
 
Today’s parable of the workers in the vineyard is topped and tailed with 
a variation of the saying “the first shall be last and the last shall be first.”  It 
is a recurring theme of Jesus’ teaching at this time in his ministry.  
However, understood literally, it doesn’t actually work in respect of the 
parable of the workers in the vineyard because those workers taken on 
at daybreak “grumbled at the landowner” not because he paid the last 
comers first and themselves, the first arrivals, last but because he paid 
them exactly the same.  Their complaint is “the men who came last have 
done only one hour and you have treated them the same as us, though we have 
done a heavy day’s work in all the heat.”  In response, the landowner points 
out that “I am not being unjust to you”  rather they are being “envious 
because I am generous.” 
 
This statement “the first shall be last and the last shall be first” is a way of 
saying that in God’s kingdom the ways of the world are to be turned 
upside down.  Greed and envy are not to be the order of the day, the 
“greatest in the kingdom of heaven” must “become humble like a child”1, they 
are not to harbour grudges but to forgive “not seven times, but seventy seven 
times”2;  riches will not be important but an obstacle because it will “be 
easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich 
to enter the kingdom of God”3 and it will be those who have left everything 
“for my name’s sake” who “will inherit eternal life.”4 
 
The approach to paying the workers in the vineyard seems unjust by 
worldly standards – those who entered the vineyard at daybreak would 
have been happy with their denarius if only those who entered at the 
eleventh hour had got but a twelfth of a denarius.  But this is not how 
God works.  He is generous, forgiving, prioritising the poorest and 
weakest.  This parable of the workers in the vineyard illustrates perfectly 
those words spoken through Isaiah the prophet in today’s first reading; 
“my thoughts are not your thoughts, my ways are not your ways……the heavens 
are as high above the earth as my ways are above your ways, my thoughts above 
your thoughts.” 

																																																													
1	Matt	18:4	
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