Matthew 20:1-16  
"For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard.  2 After agreeing with the laborers for the usual daily wage, he sent them into his vineyard.  3 When he went out about nine o'clock, he saw others standing idle in the marketplace;  4 and he said to them, 'You also go into the vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.' So they went.  5 When he went out again about noon and about three o'clock, he did the same.  6 And about five o'clock he went out and found others standing around; and he said to them, 'Why are you standing here idle all day?'  7 They said to him, 'Because no one has hired us.' He said to them, 'You also go into the vineyard.'  8 When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager, 'Call the laborers and give them their pay, beginning with the last and then going to the first.'  9 When those hired about five o'clock came, each of them received the usual daily wage.  10 Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but each of them also received the usual daily wage.  11 And when they received it, they grumbled against the landowner,  12 saying, 'These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.'  13 But he replied to one of them, 'Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage?  14 Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you.  15 Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am generous?'  16 So the last will be first, and the first will be last."

Philippians 1:27-30   
27 Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that, whether I come and see you or am absent and hear about you, I will know that you are standing firm in one spirit, striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the gospel,  28 and are in no way intimidated by your opponents. For them this is evidence of their destruction, but of your salvation. And this is God's doing.  29 For he has graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of suffering for him as well--  30 since you are having the same struggle that you saw I had and now hear that I still have.

Last Place
	Alright, I want to start today with another little quiz. Who is ready? Alright, this week's quiz is simple: Identification. Okay, look at these pictures and tell me who they are. Ready?
	(Begin pictures) (Names in list: Kim Yuna, Michael Jordan, Derek Jeter) Okay, so we recognized those people. Now, time for one more. Ready? Okay, who is this? (Wait for response) Yeah, well, you aren't alone. I couldn't find out who that person was either, and I did try.
	I know it is kind of silly, but it is a practical illustration of a basic point: We like winners. We like first place. If we had a contest for something today, and I am pretty sure that none of us would like to come in last place. Actually, I am quite sure that this is true. In my time in Korea, there is one thing I have definitely learned: you all have to compete for things at a level that I just can't understand.
	I mention all of this today because Jesus ends his parable of the day laborers with some really interesting words that should give us pause. Jesus says: 16 So the last will be first, and the first will be last." Now, I know that many of us might have heard those words, and maybe we even think we understand what they mean, but do we really understand. Think about the pictures of the athletes we started with. Believe me when I tell you, I had to search really, really hard for a picture of someone who came in last place for this illustration. So what does Jesus mean that the last will be first?
	To get at the heart of the matter, I want to tell you a story from a book that I'm reading. The book is a history of the Great Korean Spiritual Awakening that occurred in Pyongyang between 1904-1908. The story is simple. American missionaries, working with Koreans, were doing mission work all over Korea. Things weren't going so well. Christianity was having a hard time taking root in Korea. Christianity challenged everything that Koreans took for granted. For example, in the book, it discusses the Confucian social order of how elders are greater than younger people, women are less than men, nobles are higher in rank that poor people. I read in this book these heart wrenching accounts by American and Canadian missionaries who really struggled with whether or not the gospel would ever find root in Korea. Some of the missionaries almost gave up.
	I remember one account of a missionary who would later become very famous in Korean Christianity. According to this missionary, he could barely get 25 people to come to church on Sunday, and only a portion of that number would regularly attend Bible study. There were so many problems, and the American just kept thinking he was wasting his time and that God was testing him.
	Of course, we know how that story turned out. A great spiritual awakening came over missions like this. People in villages who turned their back on the Christian faith turned towards Christianity. Something really profound changed in a very short time, and when it happened, Christianity grew to the point the it erupted all over Korea.
	Now, you want to know what I believe changed that allowed this to happen? You want to know what I believe, in reading those accounts, happened that turned the Christian faith in Korea upside down? The best example I can think of comes from an account the missionary gives of what happened in his congregation one evening. The missionary described what looked like a usual Sunday service. The 25 or so people showed up, and from what I could tell, and probably because of language problems, the missionary described the people as showing confusion and lack of interest. People looked around, interested in what was going on, but the missionary could really tell that there was a lack of depth in the congregation's understanding.
	And then it happened. For whatever reason, there was a young nobleman who had begun attending the services and began studying with the missionary. He attended the Bible studies and was an eager student. The missionary goes on to describe that on this Sunday, against what most Korean's would have found acceptable for a man in his position, the noble man began confessing all the horrible things he had done. He began weeping and telling them of the contempt that he had for his wife who had died in child birth when he was out drinking with friends. He had hated her in the past because her difficulty in giving birth was going to disrupt his plans for drinking. And with great tears, this noble man wept and admitted how he had done so many wrong things and how we was arrogant and boastful and rude.
	Now think about this. This young man was a noble. He was rich to the point he, if he chose, would never have to work. His social position was high enough that even being caught at this meeting with poor people and commoners would bring shame on him and his family. In breaking down into tears and weeping and admitting all the evils he had done, the young man was publicly embarrassing himself and his family.
	There were many other stories like this in the book. From missionaries to nobles to commoners, the thread that connected them all was that the great spiritual revival that began in Pyongyang so many years ago and changed Korea forever began with people learning the lesson of last place. Instead of demanding favor, or position, or respect, or dignity, or any of the things that we associate with successful people, with winners, to a person, these Christians learned that the first will be last and the last would be first. These Christians who are our spiritual ancestors learned the lesson that Jesus was trying to teach: there is no such thing as first place in God's kingdom. There is no such place as a special seat of honor, no such thing as wealth, no such thing as nobility or commoner in the kingdom of heaven. Truly spoken, there is no such thing as being holier or more righteous than another in God's kingdom. Instead, as Jesus teaches, God gives freely to all who come to work towards his kingdom, peasant and king alike, early and late comers, lazy people as well as industrious people.
	For you see, the point of the parable isn't that God, or the landowner with the vineyard likes to be unfair and give regardless of effort. That has never been the point. The point, as we made last week in the sermon is that the kingdom of God is a place that cannot be thought of in conceptual terms like wealth, or dollars, or gains or losses. Instead, the kingdom of God is a place of abundance with places for everyone to sit down in peace brought through the overwhelming love of God.
	The point is simple: It is all about Grace. The early Christians in Pyongyang and the missionaries there learned this lesson, and it changed history. No matter position, wealth, or title, the church became a place where people worked towards equality and forgiveness and patience and kindness, even when it went against everything they thought they knew about how the world worked. That young noble man in the story I told learned the lesson, as did many like him, that being granted status in the kingdom of God is an act of overwhelming Grace that no title or birthright could ever compare with.
	Like Paul, I would exhort, I would encourage all of us here today to strive to stand firm in one spirit and live our lives in accordance with the Grace we have been given. If God Almighty has bowed God's self down and taken the form of a slave, as Philippians 2:5-11 will later put it, then we must learn to do the same. While the world may not like losers, while the world may always take pictures of the winners, and while the world may always laugh at who we are, we don't structure our fellowship according to their rules. Instead, Paul tells us that this is evidence of their destruction. Theirs is the way of this world that is quickly passing away. 
	We have a calling, instead, to live in accordance with the principles of Grace that Christ sets out for us in this parable. If we suffer for it, if we suffer the loss of title or position or importance, if we suffer that not many seem to understand, if we suffer that others judge us as somehow foolish, then we suffer as Christ suffered. We suffer, we struggle, and it is a privilege, because we know that even if we seem to come in last place, there is really no such thing in the kingdom of God. No first place, no last place. Only Grace.

