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Text 

Peter answered him, “We have left everything to follow you! What then will there be for us?” 
28 Jesus said to them, “I tell you the truth, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man sits on his 
glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of 
Israel. 29 And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother[f] or children or fields 
for my sake will receive a hundred times as much and will inherit eternal life. 30 But many who are first will 
be last, and many who are last will be first. 20 “For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went 
out early in the morning to hire men to work in his vineyard. 2 He agreed to pay them a denarius for the day 
and sent them into his vineyard. 3 “About the third hour he went out and saw others standing in the 
marketplace doing nothing. 4 He told them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard, and I will pay you 
whatever is right.’ 5 So they went. “He went out again about the sixth hour and the ninth hour and did the 
same thing. 6 About the eleventh hour he went out and found still others standing around. He asked them, 
‘Why have you been standing here all day long doing nothing?’ 7 “‘Because no one has hired us,’ they 
answered. “He said to them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard.’ 8 “When evening came, the owner of 
the vineyard said to his foreman, ‘Call the workers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last ones 
hired and going on to the first.’ 9 “The workers who were hired about the eleventh hour came and each 
received a denarius. 10 So when those came who were hired first, they expected to receive more. But each 
one of them also received a denarius. 11 When they received it, they began to grumble against the 
landowner. 12 ‘These men who were hired last worked only one hour,’ they said, ‘and you have made them 
equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and the heat of the day.’ 13 “But he answered one of 
them, ‘Friend, I am not being unfair to you. Didn’t you agree to work for a denarius? 14 Take your pay and 
go. I want to give the man who was hired last the same as I gave you. 15 Don’t I have the right to do what I 
want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous?’ 16 “So the last will be first, and the 
first will be last.” 
 
Introduction 

The context of today’s passage is crucial to our understanding of what’s going on 
here.  What we have here is actually just the second half of what Adam led us through 
two weeks ago.  There we saw the interaction of Jesus with a wealthy young man.  This 
wealthy young man seems to be a pious Jew; he says he keeps the commandments.  But 
he is lacking something.  Jesus presses him by saying: “If you would be perfect, go, sell 
what you possess and give to the poor and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, 
follow me.  When the young man heard this, he went away sorrowful for he had great 
possessions.”  Jesus says it’s hard for a rich person to get into the kingdom of heaven.  
This is because they are holding onto their possessions so tightly that they want them to 
the point of idolizing them.   Jesus says elsewhere that you can’t serve both God and 
money.  There is this idea that the thing we hold onto most is functionally our god; it’s 
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the object of our affection and hope.  And here Jesus is asking for more commitment than 
the man is willing to give. In fact, he’s asking for total commitment, the abandonment of 
the thing that matters most to him.  Jesus tests the rich man’s heart with this challenge.  
Though he seems pious with his attempts at outwardly living out the law, his true heart is 
displayed when he is asked to give up what matters to him most.  We see the rich young 
man leave sad.  You see, he gets it.  He knows what Jesus is asking of him but his 
countenance reveals his response.  He can’t do it.  He hasn’t bought into Jesus’ kingdom 
yet.  He hasn’t understood its value.  He is still in bondage to another god.  So he leaves. 
 But in our passage today we see that Peter hears this discussion between Jesus and 
the rich, young man and he sort of looks around at the twelve and their situation and says: 
“See we have left everything and followed you.  What then will we have?”  Peter sees 
that, unlike the rich man, they actually have left everything and followed Jesus.  They’ve 
taken the necessary right first step.  Maybe they haven’t sold all their possessions (though 
they probably weren’t very rich in the first place) but they have left their families and 
houses and jobs and have been following Jesus around all over the country, doing all the 
work he has asked them to do and they have to wonder if there is any reward to all this.  
They recognize that Jesus’ standards are high, much higher than they might have 
expected.  They can see that the rich young man was a pious Jew; he seemed to have kept 
the commandments, at least to some degree.  And on top of that he was rich.  In the 
Jewish mindset that meant that he was being blessed by God.  So the disciples are 
astonished.  If this rich man who is obviously blessed by God isn’t going to be saved then 
who is?   

You and I might be asking the same questions to ourselves.  What is the end of all 
of this following Jesus?  But Jesus says that yes there is a reward for those who have 
followed him. 
 As we look through today’s passage we are going to see very simply that The 
Kingdom of heaven is full of great rewards for those in Christ but we don’t earn them.  
Let’s Pray. 
 
The Reward for Following Christ 
 So let’s look at Jesus’ response.  First, Jesus singles out the twelve to talk about 
their future in the age to come and his words are interesting and maybe even a little weird 
sounding to our ears.  He says: “when the Son of Man will sit on his glorious throne, you 
who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of 
Israel.”  I can get so confused when I read passages like this.  I think we all can grasp the 
idea of Christ as Judge.  We have lots of biblical images of him as judge and king so it’s 
easier for us to picture him on the throne but for Jesus to say that others will also sit on 
thrones in seats of judgment doesn’t make much sense to us.  But as strange as it might 
sound, this isn’t the only place in the Bible to speak of this idea.  In fact, multiple times 
the New Testament refers not just to the apostles being given thrones or sitting in seats of 
judgment but it says that all who are found in Christ will reign with him.  1 Corinthians 6 
talks about God’s people judging the world as well as angels.  The book of Revelation 
frequently addresses the idea of those believers who come through trials being given the 
kingdom and thrones.  In John’s vision Jesus says: “The one who conquers, I will grant 
him to sit with me on my throne…”   
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 But this is so shocking to most of us; it’s such a foreign concept.  An obvious 
question that we might have here is “Why?”  What is the need, the purpose, the reasoning 
behind believers sitting on thrones and in seats of judgment?  Truthfully I’m not sure I 
can really answer this question fully but we can at least see that for the disciples to hear 
this would sound out a significant reward.  The idea of a throne has connotations of great 
honor.  And this idea as a reward would fit very well into the disciple’s worldview, more 
than it might to us right now.  They had a much better understanding of this idea of 
Kingdom.  That is the world they lived in, much different than our individualistic, 
democratic society.  They were under rulers who had real authority and control over their 
lives and they were at times even being harshly persecuted by these rulers.  So for them 
to hear that one day they would actually be given thrones and the tables would be turned 
would be such a huge statement.  So this is an idea of a great reward for them.   
 A second question that comes up for us that is maybe more easily addressed is the 
question: “How?”  You and I look at ourselves now; we see our weaknesses, our 
weaknesses that often dominate who we are.  We are constantly falling at the feet of 
Jesus begging him for mercy because we are so weak and so we must ask the question: 
“How in the world would we one day sit on thrones in seats of judgment?”  We who are 
so weak and frail and human, the disciples who floundered so often and betrayed Christ 
in his darkest hours, how would we ever be worthy to be given such a place of honor?  I 
think the answer to that can only be found in our union with Christ  

Let’s think about it like this: the first Adam was given dominion over the 
creation.1  He was supposed to rule over it.  He was made in the image of God but he fell 
short of that glory in his sin and so the earth began to be corrupted in certain ways.  But 
Christ was sent to put things right.  Christ is not made in the image of God but is the 
image of God.  He is the perfect fulfillment of what man was created to be but to an even 
greater, elevated state.  He is the new Adam.  We are told that in his resurrection Christ 
has been seated at the right hand of God the Father and has been given all authority in 
heaven and on earth.  Thus “God’s plan is for the cosmos to be ruled by the second 
Adam,” that is the Christ.2  But in our union with Christ we have also been seated with 
Christ in the heavenly places (Eph. 2:6) and most importantly, in our union with him he 
brings us to the stature that man was created to be, as those having dominion.  We will be 
placed on thrones not because of some stature we have attained on our own but because 
of our union with Christ and it is in this that Paul says we are even going to judge the 
world and angels (1 Cor. 6:2).  So it is in our union with Christ that we are made into the 
likeness of God and thus given a place of honor with Christ.  Calvin wrote that “the hope 
of the glory of God has shone upon us by the Gospel, which testifies that we shall be 
partakers of the divine nature, for when we shall see God face to face, we shall be like 
him.”3  I think this is still a little foreign and perhaps confusing to us but I hope that it 
helps us understand a little bit better this idea of believers being given places of honor 
and even authority.   

We should note that there is an interesting contrast set up here between the life the 
disciples lived on earth with Jesus and the one they will live with him in the age to come.  
They are identified with him in both.  The disciples shared in Christ’s sufferings and 
renunciation as he walked the earth.  They endured hardships and they suffered for his 
name.  In the same way they will also share in his royal authority in the coming age.  In 
both they are identified with Christ, yet one is in suffering and the other in glory.  



4 

We see that fleshed out as Jesus goes on to say that “everyone who has left houses 
or brothers or sisters or father or mother for my name’s sake, will receive a hundredfold 
and will inherit eternal life.”  Some of us may be saying “That’s great but how does this 
relate to me?” For many of us this statement doesn’t feel relevant at all.  Do you mean 
that I have to walk away from everything I know in order to be a Christian?  Maybe 
we’ve lived with or around our families our whole lives and never felt a need or calling to 
sacrifice that relationship.   Or some of you are in the same position as me.  I live on the 
opposite side of the country from my family so it may look like I am one who has left 
house and family (and technically I did) but I didn’t leave them solely for the sake of 
Jesus and his kingdom like these early followers did.  I didn’t abandon all that I knew to 
throw myself into Christ’s kingdom work.  I wish I could say that but it wouldn’t be true 
to my intentions.   

But here Jesus is speaking to a group of people who have literally left all their 
possessions and their family and the safety and hope of a future which may have been an 
established and even successful life, in order to follow him around.  I mean they were 
literally, physically following the lord of the universe wherever he went in his travels.  
Jesus could say clearly to them: Do this.  And they could choose right there whether they 
were willing to do what he says; whether they were going to trust him or not.  They had 
something very special and unique.  They had a very tangible way of having their hearts 
tested.  When the pressure was on it was much more difficult to hide under a façade of 
being a Christ follower.  Jesus gave his immediate followers very black and white, in or 
out terms.  And so they had some benefit in that it was harder to fake it.  So how can you 
and I relate to Jesus’ statements here or is he only speaking to his immediate audience?  I 
think that as we look at what they were really doing in their decisions to follow Christ, 
we can see that we too can do the same.   

We have to ask: What did it take to follow Christ physically in his day?  For this 
audience it was to give up one of these things: houses, land, siblings, parents.  What do 
these things represent?  These are the normal objects of hope for a person.  We cling to 
our family and our possessions and our jobs as a sense of security and hope because in 
them we know that we have something lasting that will give us return.  When we invest 
in our families we know that they will be there for us when we need them.  Jobs and land 
are an obvious place of security and hope because they provide us with the things we 
need like food and shelter and physical comfort.  But for these early followers of Christ 
to abandon their land or houses or familial security and follow Christ was to exchange the 
object of their hope.  In essence they were showing that they believed that Jesus was the 
Messiah and that he was the most worthy object of their hope.  They were those who saw 
this treasure hidden in a field or who realized that they found a pearl so valuable that they 
went and sold all that they had and bought into his kingdom.   

But does Jesus require all of us to abandon our families and houses to follow him?  
For those in his day who followed him, to leave everything was a sign that they had 
invested in his kingdom and that their allegiance and object of hope had been shifted to 
the Christ.   So it is those who put their hope in Christ who are his followers; those who 
say that the greatest value, the utmost in rewards, the reason why I live is found in Christ.  
Earlier in Matthew Jesus says: “Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not 
worthy of me, and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me.  
And whoever does not take up his cross and follow me is not worthy of me.  Whoever 
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finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”  The rich 
young man found his life in his riches and he’s going to lose it.  It’ll all be gone someday 
and that’s it.  He invested in nothing beyond this world.  But the disciples, they 
abandoned everything and Jesus says there is great reward in it for them.   

 It was easy for those in Jesus’ day to test their allegiance to him in a very tangible 
way but what does that look like for us?  Well we can ask: Where is your treasure? 
Where is your investment? Truly, what does your heart cling to?  Our hearts are tested in 
a number of different ways.  How have you seen your heart put on display?  Is your hope 
in Christ?   

Can you imagine if the living Christ actually came up to you today and asked you 
to give up something that mattered so much to you?  If Christ came up to you today and 
said, “Give me your 401K.” Or you know that nice house that you’ve been investing in 
for years, the rooms that you’ve spent months refinishing, the money you’ve poured into 
it?  Go, sell it. Give the money to the poor and follow me.  Because I am all you need.  
Christ really is everything we need.  But have you recognized that lately?  Have we let go 
of our grip on the world and invested everything in him?  If so, he says there is a great 
reward waiting for you that will far outweigh what we see here.   

The Bible frequently talks of rewards and it’s often given as a means of hope for 
those who are in the midst of suffering or are enduring sacrifice, like we see the disciples 
doing here.  In the beatitudes we see that those who are persecuted now in this age are 
actually blessed because of the reward that is awaiting them in heaven.  Also those who 
do not get rewarded for their fasting and giving to the needy here on earth, it says, are 
actually storing up a reward in heaven.  Peter also writes of being blessed in the future for 
suffering for righteousness’ sake in the present.  What we should note is that in all these 
cases the greatness of the reward to come far outweighs the cost of suffering or sacrifice 
in the present.  The disciples abandoned everything in their lives to follow Jesus and he 
says there are great rewards to come.  But can we really grasp what Jesus is promising us 
when he speaks of eternal life? 

In some sense we really have no clue as to the greatness of what is to come for us, 
though we have foretastes of it already.  We can only picture so minimally what God has 
in store.  C.S. Lewis has this discussion of whether there will be sex in heaven and he 
gives a great picture as to our understanding of what heaven could be like.  He says:  

“I think our present outlook might be like that of a small boy who, on 
being told that the sexual act was the highest bodily pleasure, should 
immediately ask whether you ate chocolates at the same time.  On 
receiving the answer “No,” he might regard the absence of chocolates as 
the chief characteristic of sexuality.  In vain would you tell him that the 
reason why lovers in their carnal raptures don’t bother about chocolates is 
that they have something better to think of.  The boy knows chocolate: he 
does not know the positive thing that excludes it.  We are in the same 
position.  We know the sexual life; we do not know, except in glimpses, 
the other thing which, in Heaven, will leave no room for it.”4 
 

Lewis here talks about sex but we could insert any pleasure or comfort that we hold onto 
or value.  We cannot grasp the width of the gap between this life and the next, between 
the pleasures of this world and those of the life to come.  Jesus says that those who left 
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houses and siblings and parents and lands for his sake would receive a hundredfold.  
There truly is great reward waiting for those who follow Christ, who abandon their love 
of the things of this world in exchange for the one thing that lasts.  The sacrifice is 
nothing compared to the reward that we have in Christ.   
 Yet if it is just those material rewards that we are looking for then we have missed 
the point.  John Piper in his book God is the Gospel says it beautifully: 

“All the saving events and all the saving blessings of the gospel are 
means of getting obstacles out of the way so that we might know and 
enjoy God most fully. Propitiation, redemption, forgiveness, imputation, 
sanctification, liberation, healing, heaven—none of these is good news 
except for one reason: they bring us to God for our everlasting enjoyment 
of him. If we believe all these things have happened to us, but do not 
embrace them for the sake of getting to God, they have not happened to 
us. Christ did not die to forgive sinners who go on treasuring anything 
above seeing and savoring God. And people who would be happy in 
heaven if Christ were not there, will not be there. The gospel is not a way 
to get people to heaven; it is a way to get people to God. It’s a way of 
overcoming every obstacle to everlasting joy in God. If we don’t want 
God above all things, we have not been converted by the gospel.”5 

 
Our greatest reward in heaven is eternal life with God who is the source of all joy and 
beauty and who is the one who will forever satisfy our souls.  We think we can find 
lasting joy in so many things but they always leave us a little unsatisfied.  Their cups run 
dry.  But one day we will be in the presence of the One who can fully satisfy us forever.   
 But on the other side of that, I don’t want us to think that God is not concerned 
with material things or especially with our relationships with others even here and now in 
this life.  While Matthew is very future oriented in his language, being focused on the 
blessings in the age to come, Mark and Luke actually give us another word about the 
blessings that come in this age with following Christ.  Mark says: “There is no one who 
has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or lands, for my sake 
and for the gospel, who will not receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses and 
brothers and sisters and mothers and children and lands…”  Jesus tells us that following 
him actually brings blessings even in this age.  This means that following Christ brings us 
into the family of Christ and in that we are blessed with a plethora of brothers and sisters 
and mothers and fathers.  Those of us who have been redeemed by God’s grace have 
experienced that deep bond with one another that supersedes even the natural bonds that 
we have with our families.  There is a depth to the family of Christ that can’t be found 
elsewhere and when we are following Christ we are bound to this new family that is 
united around the common grace that we have all received. 
 
The Gospel According to the Parable of the Laborers in the Vineyard  
 So we see that there is great reward for those who follow Christ.  But lest we 
forget that this is all by God’s grace, Jesus gives us the parable of the Laborers in the 
Vineyard.  Peter started this conversation by pointing out that he and the others had left 
everything and followed Jesus and he wanted to know what the outcome of it would be 
for them.  Jesus in truth tells him that there will be a great reward for those who have 
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abandoned all other objects of hope and put their faith in Christ.  But Jesus also really 
wants to make it clear that the Kingdom of Heaven does not function in the same manner 
as the world.  The rewards system in Christ’s kingdom is not like that of the world.   
 After Jesus gets done telling the disciples what is in store for them for following 
him he immediately says: “But many who are first will be last and the last first.”  
Sometimes Jesus throws these statements at us that can be so enigmatic.   But here we 
can be so thankful for the way this text is structured because it makes sense of what Jesus 
is saying to us here.  First we have to notice that the parable is bracketed by almost the 
exact same phrase: the first will be last and the last first (in v. 30 and then again in v. 16).  
This makes it clear that the parable itself is actually an explanation of what Jesus means 
with this saying.  Second we should notice the way v. 30 is worded.  It actually sets up 
the parable as a sort of qualifying statement for what Jesus has just said about rewards.  
Jesus has just talked about the rewards that are awaiting his followers and then he uses 
the crucial word “But…” to introduce this qualification to what he has just said.  So it is 
as if Jesus is saying, “Yes there are rewards….but let’s not forget what the kingdom of 
heaven is actually like.” And then he goes on to display what it looks like through this 
parable.     

So what does this parable tell us?  This parable essentially shows us that the 
kingdom of heaven is not something to be earned.  It is to show that the kingdom of 
heaven is not a quid pro quo functioning society.  In the parable, some have worked a full 
day, some a half day and some only an hour or so of the day.  But Jesus says that those 
who worked only an hour of the day get the same wage as those who worked the whole 
day.  That doesn’t make sense.  That is such a counter-intuitive idea.  We all understand 
that normally you get paid for the work that you do.  If you were at the retreat with us last 
weekend you heard Dane tell us about the 1st century Jewish parables that are really 
similar to this one.  The setting and story is the same but the only difference is that in 
those parables the workers who worked the longer harder days got paid a lot more.  Their 
master rewarded them in accordance with the amount of work they put in.  But Jesus’ 
parable is so drastically different.   

Is it because those who worked only one hour are somehow special? No. They 
haven’t earned their reward.  But in order to show that entry into the kingdom of heaven 
is all by God’s grace, even for those who have worked the entire day, Jesus chooses to 
give to the last worker the same as he gave to the first.   
 With this parable we can see that it’s not really that those who worked all day 
were mistreated.  They signed up for a day’s work and got paid for a day’s work just as 
they had planned.  There is no harm done there.  It is those who only worked for an hour 
who are actually being treated unfairly.  According to their work they should be getting 
an hour’s pay.  They should get their $8.25 hourly wage and call it a day but Jesus throws 
this huge wrench in everyone’s spokes.  He says the master decides to give them a 
denarius, a full day’s wage.  But they didn’t earn it!  They don’t deserve a full day’s 
wage; they deserve like one-twelfth of a day’s wage.  But in the Kingdom of heaven 
Christ shows us that according to his grace, those who have earned nothing get 
everything because of their master’s generosity.  As Keener puts it: “Those who worked 
all day lost nothing; justice was served, but mercy was added.”6 
 If you haven’t sensed this yet you have to understand that we are like the last 
workers.  We are those who have clocked in about an hour before the day is over and we 
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haven’t earned a dime.  This is obvious all throughout this section of Matthew.  Christ 
has just said that with man salvation is impossible.  You cannot work your way into the 
kingdom of heaven no matter how great you are in the world’s eyes.  The pious rich 
young man wasn’t pious enough.  So if you and I are looking to anything we’ve done as a 
means of our justification before God, it’s going to fail us.  If you’re gripping anything 
but Christ, it’s going to fail you.  

Jesus also just said that “There is only one who is good.”  God’s standard is so far 
beyond us that we can’t even begin to comprehend that.  It’s only when we begin to 
recognize the depth of our sin and the gap that it creates between God and us that we will 
see that we have no claim on the kingdom of heaven.  We don’t have a pay stub to bring 
before God showing him how hard we have worked in our lives.  We have come with 
nothing both at the beginning and at the end.  The only claim we have in the Kingdom 
comes through Christ in his work.  We can see the same thing for the disciples in this 
text.  Peter says: “We have left everything to follow you Jesus!”  Jesus affirms that this is 
true and that there will be great things to come for them.  Yet we also know that just a 
few pages away we are going to see Peter deny Christ and abandon him at his darkest 
hour.  So does his security rest on his own work and faithfulness?  If our security in the 
kingdom of heaven is based on our faithfulness alone then we will be left with nothing.  
So we can thank God that the last will be first and the first last because this is a testament 
to God’s generosity.  It’s not a matter of our work to get into the kingdom of heaven 
because for us that’s impossible, but with God all things are possible.   

Yet isn’t it out natural inclination to take the good things that God has done in our 
lives and claim them as our own work?  God lavishes his grace on us and then we see his 
gifts and we forget about him and we say, “Look what I have done!”  “Look how hard I 
have worked!”  It’s so easy for us to take God’s grace and then build ourselves up 
somehow.  Yet Paul in Ephesians, right after he has given the Gospel message says: “For 
by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift 
of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.”  There is no room for boasting 
in the kingdom of heaven because our place in the kingdom rests solely on the work of 
Christ.  So if you begrudge Christ’s generosity to those who you think are more sinful or 
less qualified to be Christians than you, then you do not yet understand the generosity 
that has been given to you.  You don’t yet understand your sorry state without Christ.  
But Christ has come and made the impossible possible.  He has reversed our fate and 
given us an entryway into his kingdom.   

So we can see that there is great reward for those of us who follow Christ but it is 
not because of what we have done.  This should humble us as we come before him in 
communion and simply receive from him his good gifts.   
 
The Lord’s Table 
 
Benediction 
May you count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ 
Jesus your Lord and be found in him who has made you his own and given you a 
righteousness from God that depends on faith (cf. Phil 3:8-12). 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Ryan 
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Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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