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A Sermon for Dayspring Baptist Church 
By Chris Fillingham  

March 17, 2019 
“Bargains, Contracts, and Covenants” 

Matthew 20:1-16 
 
 Jesus can be confounding and confusing. He’s a master at taking our expectations and flipping 
them upside down. It’s almost like he’s teaching us to stand on our heads, hoping we’ll grasp something 
about this life of ours that we just can’t recognize with our two feet on the ground. 
 
That’s what his parables are often trying to do. They are these little stories that pick us up, flip us over, 
and tell us to look again. They confuse and confound.  And they do that, hoping that our imaginations 
will get a glimpse of something holy. 
 
The parable of the workers in the vineyard seems to be doing just that. All this first and last, last and first 
business is a bit dizzying. He’s flipping us up and down and back up again. 
 I mean it makes you start to wonder who is first and who is last…  
and if the last become first… and get used to being first… then do they become last again?  
And if the first are last… then after a while are they made first because they are last?  
 Are you turned upside down yet? 
 
 I am. And I think Jesus’ disciples were too.  
 
 You see, Jesus tells us this parable just after they encounter the rich young ruler. You remember, 
that upstanding citizen who asked Jesus what he needed to do to inherit eternal life. Jesus starts by 
telling the rich young ruler to follow the ten commandments. 
 “Already done,” the young man says. “What else?” 
 This is where the kicker comes in.  
 “What else?... Well, go sell everything you have and follow me.” You really shouldn’t ever push 
Jesus for a second answer. He might just tell you something you’re not ready to hear. 
 
 And if you know the story, you know the rich young man walked away sad because he had so 
much. Jesus was asking for everything…. and that’s a big price tag for those who have a lot.  
 
 This little encounter leads to a whole discussion with the disciples about who can be saved and 
who has left what to follow. And Peter… good old Peter and his impetuous ways says, “What about us 
Jesus? We’ve left everything.” You can read the eagerness in his voice. He’s like a puppy wanting to 
please. Hoping to get a treat.  
 
 And Jesus says, “Yes… and there will be great reward in heaven for all who have left everything 
behind to follow me… But…” 
 And this is the real kicker. This is the connection with the parable we just heard. “But… Peter, the 
last will be first. And the first will be last.” 
 
 When you put this parable in this context… it is a bit confusing about who is the first and who is 
the last that Jesus is talking about. Are the first… the disciples that have already left everything to follow 
and they will become the last? 
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 Or are the first, people like the rich young ruler… who’s trying to stay on top of his financial 
portfolio and his spiritual portfolio, making sure he comes out on top in both? And the last, the people 
like the disciples who really don’t have much of anything? 
 
 It’s not real clear. What is clear is that Jesus tells this parable right out of the intersection of the 
disciples’ eagerness to remind Jesus that they have already left everything to follow… and the rich young 
man’s eagerness to know what more he can do… besides following all the commandments… what more 
can he do to have eternal life.  
 There is an eagerness in both to come out on top, isn’t there?  
 
 From one angle, Peter and the rich young man… look quite a bit different. One’s wearing a 
custom-made suit and Italian leather dress shoes.  The other’s in a fisherman’s work clothes, a bit 
tattered and smelly.  
 One walked away sad because he wasn’t ready to sell everything.  
 The other, holding his head up a bit higher because he’s already following Jesus…  
 
 In our usual way of seeing, Peter and the rich young man look so different. But in Jesus’ parable, 
he flips us upside down, makes us stand on our heads and look again. “But… Peter… The first will be last 
and the last will be first…” he says. “For the Kingdom of God is like a landowner who went out to hire 
laborers for his vineyard.” 
 
 And you heard the parable. The landowner goes out once very early in the morning. Then again 
about 9, and again at noon, and again at 3. Four times he’s gone out to the market hiring folks… And 
so, when he goes out at 5 pm, near the end of the day, he’s surprised to find more people standing 
around looking for work. And at this point, the story really narrows in on these last few. 
 
 “Why are you standing here idle all day?” 
 “Well, no one has hired us.” 
 
 It’s kind of strange if you think about it. The landowner has already been out in the market four 
other times looking for laborers.  
 Have they really been there waiting?   
 Or is the reason no one hired them… that they didn’t get up and out of bed and to the market to 
look for work until just an hour or two ago?  I mean, maybe these folks are a bit lazy… a drain on society. 
Maybe they could have tried a little harder… and they wouldn’t be standing around at 5 in the 
afternoon… with almost no prospect for work.  
 It could be that’s why no has hired them… They haven’t really been trying that hard.  
 
 Of course, there might be completely other reasons. Maybe no one has hired them because they 
just aren’t the type of people that are appealing to hire. You know, a little rough around the edges, or 
maybe a bit too old to be really valuable for the company field.   
 
 Or maybe they aren’t locals and don’t have any connections.  Or maybe… they are foreigners… 
out there trying to steal good paying jobs from the rest of us. 
 
 I don’t know. All we know is that in Jesus’ story, they are the ones no one had hired… even by 5 
in the afternoon.  
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 And most of us nice, educated, middle-to-upper class people… have worked real hard our whole 
lives not to be counted as one of them. Haven’t we?  
 We’ve worked hard and gotten up early to make sure we’re among the first hired. Not standing 
around at 5:00 idle.  
 
 So, if the landowner pays these unwanted left-over workers a few hundred dollars for just an 
hour or two of work, then he sure better pay us something more for all the work that we have done. It’s 
only fair.  
 
 And maybe even more importantly than the pay… is that you and I, we shouldn’t be put in the 
same lot as them.  After all, we’ve been doing all that we can… to get ahead in life, haven’t we? We’ve 
worked hard. We’ve been diligent.  
 Imagine, what it would do, to pull us all the way back to where we started… and throw us in the 
crowd with those that are still standing around at 5 because no one wanted to hire them.   I don’t want 
to be part of that group.  I imagine you don’t either. 
 
 You can see why the other laborers are upset, can’t you?  
I think most of us would be. 
 When you’ve worked hard to get ahead, you certainly don’t want to be counted among those 
that haven’t sacrificed like you. 
 

***** 
 

 And so, it often is… in our life with God. 
 
 “What more can I do to guarantee eternal life?” The rich young man asks, hoping to grow his 
spiritual portfolio and stand out among the crowd. 
 “We’ve left everything to follow you.” Peter says, “What then will we have? Certainly, more than 
that rich young guy, right Jesus?”  
 
 They’re both bargaining with God, hoping to get ahead, hoping to stand out. And you and I… do it 
too. Our hearts ask the same questions.  
 “What more can we do? Well, what about the sacrifices we’ve already made, God? Is it enough?  
What will we get? 
 
 The one thing that we’re sure about, is that we don’t want to be counted among those that 
haven’t been committed, or faithful. The more we sacrifice,  
 the more we hope to stand out  
  and get ahead 
 in our life with God.  
 
 Only Jesus is flipping us upside down, trying to help us see that this is not how it works in God’s 
kingdom. You see, God doesn’t make contracts with us, promising a fair shake at the end of our days, 
equal to however much we’ve invested in God’s vineyard.  No, God makes covenants, covenants in 
which God promises us everything… and asks us for everything in return.  
 

***** 
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 That was the lesson St. Patrick slowly had learned. [You didn’t think we’d get through today 
with me talking about the great Celtic saint, did you?] Again and again Patrick got flipped upside down 
to discover the first would be last… and the last would be first.  
 
 Now, before I tell his story, I’m going to have to flip upside down some misconceptions about 
Patrick…. and maybe most importantly, that he probably didn’t wear a green suit with a clover on his 
hat. That’s a leprechaun, not a saint! 
 
 He also didn’t run all the snakes out of Ireland, at least not the literal snakes. That happened at 
the last Ice Age, long before Patrick’s day. In fact, Patrick isn’t even actually Irish, but his story does take 
him to Ireland. 
 
 Patrick was born and grew up somewhere on the main British Isle, likely Wales. He was born into 
a Christian family. His dad was a deacon. His grandfather was a priest. But Patrick didn’t have any serious 
interest in religion. In fact, in today’s world he would have probably described himself as an atheist, or 
agnostic at best.  
 
 When he was about 16, everything in his life changed. A raiding party from Ireland came to his 
village. In their pillaging, they abducted Patrick, loaded him onto their slave ship, and they carried 16-
year-old Patrick to Ireland. Everything in his life flipped upside down.  
 
 At 16 years old, Patrick found himself in a foreign land, being sold as a slave.  
He went from a reputable family, to a piece of property…  
And the first… became last.  
 
 Patrick was sold to a chieftain named Milchu. His master forced him to work as a shepherd on 
the slopes of the Slemish Mountain… alone. It was just him and the sheep. For hours and hours, days 
and days, years and years on end, Patrick was isolated. No more family. No friends. No co-workers even. 
And In that isolation……. he began to reach out to God.  
 
 In his autobiography, Confessions, he writes,  
 "I prayed… a hundred times in the day and almost as many at night.” He had nothing to do but to 
turn to God. It was through those years as a slave… serving a brutal master, that Patrick began to know a 
God he had not known before: 
 God who was Father, who was his protector.  
 And there alone, he came to know Jesus Christ in his sufferings, and he came to be united with 
Christ, and he came to identify with Christ.  
 
 Then one night, after six years of slavery, Patrick heard a voice in his sleep. It was a voice that 
said to him, “Soon you will go to your own country.” 
 And then again… days later the voice said, “Patrick, your ship is ready." 
 
 He took it as a sign. He made his escape and traveled 200 miles cross country to the west coast. 
There he found a ship ready to sail and convinced them to let him go with them. Eventually, after many 
more struggles, Patrick made it back home to his village and family. He was now in his mid-20s. And for 
the first time, in a long time, he was safe. 
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 Patrick attributed his great return to God. And so, he decided to dedicate his life to God. Patrick 
joined a monastery and studied for ministry. And the last, the slave…  became first. 
 And he lived happily ever after…  
 Or that’s what Patrick had hoped would happen.  
 But the first becomes last, remember?  
 
 One night, Patrick had a vision where a man from Ireland came to him holding countless letters. 
Patrick took one of the letters and saw that it was titled “The Voice of the Irish.” And apparently it was 
like the letters in Harry Potter where the letters talk to you, because when he opened the letter, he 
heard a voice coming out of it. It was the voice of the Irish people, pleading with him, “Please return to 
us! We need you!  We need to know the gospel.  Please come!”  
 
 The voices haunted Patrick. How could he ever go back to the very people that enslaved him? He 
can’t be the one to minister to them. It had to be someone else. It was a deep struggle in his soul. He 
prayed more and more… wrestling with what to do.  
 
 Until he had another dream… a dream in which he was trying to pray but couldn’t. But then, he 
hears a voice coming from inside of him. And he realizes that this voice is the voice of God praying for 
him… for Patrick. 
 
 And in that dream, Patrick is turned upside down… and he begins to realize that those warring 
chieftains, and slave owners, and human traffickers… they are the laborers standing in the market place 
at 5:00.  
 The master of the vineyard wants them because no one has come to them… and offers them 
everything that Patrick had been offered. Because the last will be first and the first will be last… 
 
 Patrick knew that he had to leave his new-found safety… and go back to Ireland… because God 
doesn’t make contracts with us. God makes covenants in which God gives us everything and asks for 
us to give up everything in return.  
 
 And so, Patrick set sail in a small ship back to Ireland. He landed at the mouth of the Slaney River. 
When Patrick set foot on the shores of Ireland again, a new era dawned on that island.  
 
 The Ireland of his day was full of tribalism and war. It was an Ireland of suspicion, an Ireland of 
violence and death. There Patrick came face to face with the chieftains and their druid priests. He faced 
significant danger.  
 There was a time when someone there was looking for him, hunting him down… and legend has 
it that Patrick was turned into a deer and was able to pass through the woods unnoticed.  
 
 From that legend came what is sometimes called the Deer Cry. You might know it as the Breast 
Plate of St. Patrick.  
 
“Christ with me, Christ before me, 
Christ behind me, Christ within me, 
Christ beneath me, Christ above me, 
Christ at my right, Christ at my left… 
Christ in the heart of everyone who thinks of me, 
Christ in the mouth of everyone who speaks to me, 
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Christ in every eye that sees me, 
Christ in every ear that hears me…” and it goes on 
 
 Patrick's ministry in Ireland lasted 29 years. During that time, he baptized thousands and planted 
hundreds of churches.  And throughout all those years, he worked tirelessly to fight against the human 
trafficking that was all around him.   
 
 Ireland… was forever changed… because Patrick was turned upside down, again and again, and 
learned to recognize that God does not make bargains with us. God does not make contracts. God 
makes covenants, 
   in which God gives us everything. 
  and asks us for everything in return.  
 
 Amen.  
  
Reflection: 
 
You, Lord, have given all to me. I now give it back to you. 
All of it is yours.  Dispose of it according to your will. 
Give me your love and your grace, 
for that is enough 
for me. 
 
~ St. Ignatius 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 


