
Sunday 6 September 2020 

Thirteenth Sunday After Trinity 

‘The last will be first, and the first will be last’ 

Introduction 

Jonah, one of the minor prophets, is thrown into the sea where he is then saved from drowning by 
a giant fish.  The story serves to stress the nature of God as Lord of the created order, where all 
creation obeys him.  He is, ‘The God of Heaven who made the sea and the dry land.’


First Reading:  Jonah 3.10 — 4.11 

A parable about God’s infinite and universal grace.  The end of the story reveals the full impact of 
its message that God’s forgiveness extends far beyond the boundaries we might wish to set 
ourselves.


When God saw what the people of Nineveh did, how they turned from their evil ways, God changed his mind about 
the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and he did not do it.

But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry. He prayed to the Lord and said, ‘O Lord! Is not this 
what I said while I was still in my own country? That is why I fled to Tarshish at the beginning; for I knew that you are 
a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing. And 
now, O Lord, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live.’ And the Lord said, ‘Is it right for 
you to be angry?’ Then Jonah went out of the city and sat down east of the city, and made a booth for himself there. 
He sat under it in the shade, waiting to see what would become of the city.

The Lord God appointed a bush, and made it come up over Jonah, to give shade over his head, to save him from his 
discomfort; so Jonah was very happy about the bush. But when dawn came up the next day, God appointed a worm 
that attacked the bush, so that it withered. When the sun rose, God prepared a sultry east wind, and the sun beat 
down on the head of Jonah so that he was faint and asked that he might die. He said, ‘It is better for me to die than 
to live.’



But God said to Jonah, ‘Is it right for you to be angry about the bush?’ And he said, ‘Yes, angry enough to die.’ Then the 
Lord said, ‘You are concerned about the bush, for which you did not labour and which you did not grow; it came into 
being in a night and perished in a night. And should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there 
are more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who do not know their right hand from their left, and also 
many animals?’

Gospel: Matthew 18.15-20 

The parable of the Compassionate Employer tells a story of the sovereignty of God’s love.  The 
currency of the Kingdom is grace which comes to us as a gift from God.


Jesus said to his disciples:
’The kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire labourers for his vineyard. 
After agreeing with the labourers for the usual daily wage, he sent them into his vineyard. When he went out about 
nine o’clock, he saw others standing idle in the market-place; and he said to them, “You also go into the vineyard, and 
I will pay you whatever is right.” So they went. 

When he went out again about noon and about three o’clock, he did the same. 
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?” They said to him, “Because no one has hired us.” He said to them, “You also go into the vineyard.” 
When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager, “Call the labourers and give them their pay, 
beginning with the last and then going to the first.” When those hired about five o’clock came, each of them received 
the usual daily wage.* Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but each of them also 
received the usual daily wage.* And when they received it, they grumbled against the landowner, 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.” 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?* Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you. Am I not 
allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am generous?”* So the last will 
be first, and the first will be last.’

Reflection 

‘Equal pay for equal work’, is an age-old understanding of justice, with the master seemingly 
walking against the grain of what is just.  But this parable represents the overpaid not the 
underpaid and the story focuses on the grace of the master.  ‘Not fair!’, shouts the leader, 
infuriated by the master and his amazing grace.  ‘You have no complaint, I have given you what I 
agreed to pay you’, says the master.


The workers who complain have, for centuries, been identified as the Pharisees (or the religious-
types) who had spent decades defining and observing the law to the letter.  They saw Jesus’ 
welcoming into the Kingdom of God those who had not spent their lives keeping the law, as being 
unfair and unequal in comparison to their piety.  Other scholars see the parable as pointing to 
those disciples of Jesus who were with him at the beginning of his ministry and resented his later 
welcome of others who joined him at the end.  Are Peter, James and John, equal in the Kingdom 
of God to the blind-beggar outside the walls of Jericho?  In the Gospels, salvation through Jesus 
Christ is open both to Simeon, who held Jesus in the temple at the beginning of his life, and to the 
thief who believed at its end.  Salvation is open to each one of us today, just as it was to Abraham 
at the beginning of our story.


To be a disciple of Jesus is to live life in a community that knows the presence of God in Jesus 
Christ and actively does the will of God - which means that we often walk against the grain of the 
world around us.  
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Prayer 

Lord God, who in generous mercy sent the Holy Spirit 

upon your Church in the burning fire of your love: 

grant that your people may be fervent 

in the fellowship of the gospel that, 

always abiding in you, 

they may be found steadfast in faith 

and active in service; 

through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, 

who is alive and reigns with you, 

in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and for ever.  

Amen.



