
 

Upside Down Kingdom 
 
1. A Wonderful Tragedy  Die to Live 
2. A Glamorous Beggar  Embrace Poverty to get Rich 
3. A Renowned Insignificant Lower yourself to get Higher 
4. A Successful Failure  Lose to Win 
5. A Robust Weakling  Accept Weakness to be Strong 
6. A Happy Slave   Submit to Slavery to be Free 
 

“So the last will be first, and the first will be last.” Matthew 20:16 
 
In the 2016 Rio Olympics, there were 4 laps left of the 5000m race. The New 
Zealander, Nikki Hamblin, fell and caused the United States athlete, Abbey 
D’Agostino, who was behind her to take a terrible fall as well. 
 

The US runner, Abbey, jumped up quickly while Nikki lay on the ground, she 
grabbed her and said, ‘get up we have to finish this.’ 
 

Nikki got up and they both started to run. But Abbey fell back down writhing 
in severe pain, the first fall had injured her far worse than she realized. 
 

So, Nikki, in turn, stopped running and turned to help Abby to her feet.  
 

Nikki said of that sacrificial exchange, “I was on the ground for too long to 
get back up and catch on to the pack,” “So then it [became] about finishing 
the race, and finishing the race well. I am so grateful to Abbey for picking 
me up, and I think many people would have returned the favor. Once you are 
on the track, there is a mutual understanding of what it takes to get there.” 
 

As to their final standing in the race, well, they both came in last.  
 

We all know that an Olympic gold medal is an achievement all athletes dream 
of and prepare for vigorously. They go there to win! But Nikki Hamblin and 
Abbey D’Agostino did not win gold, silver or bronze in their respected event. 
 

But because of their sportsmanship, their respect for one another, their 
selflessness under fire, they were given a rare Olympic award, only awarded 
to a special, select minority. It is the Pierre de Coubertin medal and it has only 
been awarded 17 times in the last 58 years since its inception. It is commonly 
referred to as the Fair Play award.  
 



**In addition, even though they came in last place, they were awarded the 
opportunity to run with the best finalists. 
 

I love what Nikki had to say. Especially her comment, “So then it [the 
objective, became] about finishing the race, and finishing the race well. I 
am so grateful to Abbey for picking me up.”  
 

But what Abbey said later impacted me even more, “There was about 
2,000 meters to go, I was still feeling controlled, and was mentally preparing 
to focus and maintain contact with the lead group for the final grind. Then in 
a split second, there was a woman on the ground in front of me, I tripped on 
her, someone behind me tripped on me, and I was on the ground.  Although 
my actions were instinctual at that moment, the only way I can and have 
rationalized it is that God prepared my heart to respond that way. This 
whole time here he’s made clear to me that my experience in Rio was 
going to be about more than my race performance—and as soon as Nikki 
got up I knew that was it.”  
 

Like Nikki and Abbey, we must run to win. But the race isn’t all about us, or 
the great effort we put into this race, or the prize we’re focused on; which is 
oftentimes just a temporal perishable one. It is about something/one more! 
 

When individuals choose to win at the expense of others, their reward is 
perishable. But when those who are running accept loss, for the sake of their 
Savior and the welfare of others around them, their reward lasts eternally. 
 

It’s interesting that both women shared the thoughts that the Apostle Paul 
noted thousands of years earlier, in consideration of the Olympic tradition. 
 

1 Corinthians 9:24-26 NLT, “Don’t you realize that in a race everyone runs, 
but only one person gets the prize? So run to win! All athletes are disciplined 
in their training. They do it to win a prize that will fade away, but we do it for 
an eternal prize. So, I run with purpose in every step.” (More than one wins) 
 

Acts 20:24 NIV, “I consider my life worth nothing to me; my only aim is to 
finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me—the task 
of testifying to the good news of God’s grace.” (Abbey understood that) 
 

Run to win, yes! But in our race, we must be prepared to lose, so that others 
can win. That’s the kind of race and finish line that has eternal rewards. 
 



Abby added later in an interview with the New York Post, “I think it was just 
so divine what went through my mind, helping her and falling again and then 
she helping me, having this … conviction that I was going to finish and God 
was going to allow me to finish.”  
 

Yes, there is an eternal reward to be won by those who lose well, and those 
rewards often include some rather miraculous results in this life too. 
 

Think about this: After Abbey fell and got back up twice, she ran a 5:50-mile 
split — think about that for a second — to finish the race on what she would 
later learn was a torn ACL, a torn meniscus and a strained MCL. Incredible! 
 

And as Nikki said, “Abbey finished the race in a way that she can be totally 
proud of forever.”  
 

You know, each of these women, until that day, had not fully comprehended 
the impact that their Successful Failures would have on the world. 
 

It is a Christian paradox. Jesus’ death was a successful failure. The Apostle 
Paul’s story was A successful Failure.  
 

And in like fashion, Jesus calls us to follow that example. 
 

“The last will be first, and the first will be last.” Matthew 20:16 
 

Now if you haven’t figured it out yet, the race we are in is all about… 
 

LIVING LIFE – HOW YOU LIVE YOUR LIFE. 
 

How are you doing at running your life? – Pease excuse the pun. 
 

1. Die to Live: You may have thought that living a fulfilling and satisfying life 
was done by running as fast and as far away from death as you could get. 
But there is a death that has to be embraced to experience the life you have 
dreamed of. Dying to self and sin and giving up your life to Jesus will deliver 
what you’re looking for – and it will flow over into an eternal life. 
 
2. Poor to get Rich: You may have thought that success and riches would 
make you happy – and they may temporarily, but there’s a poverty that we 
have to experience to find the true riches. An understanding of our deep 
spiritual poverty before God, our need for Him, our need His forgiveness and 
deep cleaning from the inside out – our need for His Son whom He sent. 
 



3. Humble yourself to be Lifted up: You may have thought that the way to 
get ahead in this life was by tooting your own horn, building up your 
reputation, by patting yourself on the back, but a humility that lifts others up, 
helps them achieve their interests - that’s what lifts up your name and causes 
others to honor you.  
 

That’s what Jesus modeled with His life. 
 

4. In today’s Bible lesson, we’ll learn a new counter-intuitive lesson, that our 
race, our finish line, and the reward we must be focused on is entirely 
different. It’s a reward gained by accepting loss and celebrating others wins. 
 

Matthew 20:1-16 NIV, “For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who 
went out early in the morning to hire workers for his vineyard. He agreed to 
pay them a denarius for the day and sent them into his vineyard. “About nine 
in the morning he went out and saw others standing in the marketplace 
doing nothing. He told them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard, and I will 
pay you whatever is right.’ So they went. “He went out again about noon 
and about three in the afternoon and did the same thing. About five in the 
afternoon he went out and found still others standing around. He asked them, 
‘Why have you been standing here all day long doing nothing?’ “‘Because 
no one has hired us,’ they answered. “He said to them, ‘You also go and work 
in my vineyard.’ “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.’ “The workers who were hired about five 
in the afternoon came and each received a denarius. So when those came 
who were hired first, they expected to receive more. But each one of them 
also received a denarius. When they received it, they began to grumble 
against the landowner. ‘These 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.’ “But he answered one of them, ‘I am 
not being unfair to you, friend. Didn’t you agree to work for a denarius? Take 
your pay and go. I want to give the one who was hired last the same as I gave 
you. Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you 
envious because I am generous?’ “So the last will be first, and the first 
will be last.” 
 

What does a 2016 story about the Olympics have to do with a story about a 
land owner paying wages to laborers? Aren’t these two stories unrelated?  
 

2 things I want you see in these two stories… 



 
First of all, let me say that both stories are about life in the kingdom. The 
marketplace and the Olympic stadium present the world we live in. The 
vineyard and the race track are about those who have been called to live life 
in the kingdom. In this physical world, the rewards and awards we receive 
are proportional to the effort we exert.  
 

But the real rewards and awards of God’s kingdom aren’t divvied out in 
proportion to our effort, they are proportional to His grace which He showers 
on those who trust Him. Those rewards are eternal.  
 

And know this - God is generous! He gives more than is expected to those 
who trust Him. Those who don’t, will be disappointed and disillusioned. 
 

We have to see the truth of these examples and apply it to our lives.  
 

Second, both stories are about, the first are last and the last are first. 
 

Abbey and Nikki, even though they came in last place, they were awarded 
the opportunity to run with the best finalists. 
 

Were they great runners? Did they deserve being given the right to run with 
the finalists? The finalists may have not all agreed. 
 

In the end, Abbey wasn’t able to run because of her injury and Nikki finished 
last. The attention these two received was far greater around the world than 
those who won the Gold, Silver and bronze. 
 

They stole the show, one might say. They came in last and got the same 
reward those who came in first got – a chance for the gold. 
 

These workers who were complaining about the wages they had agreed on 
and expected, and were envious of the generosity shown by the landowner. 
Because those who showed up last, got what the first worked hard to get. 
 

They had negotiated their wage before agreeing to work for Him.  But the 
others wanted to work and went to work without negotiating.  
 

They chose to trust the landowner to put their faith in Him and that He 
would be fare – they were just thankful to be included. Don’t miss the point! 
 

This is a parable that Jesus used to criticize Jewish “we are the elect” 
attitudes. They had exclusive and exclusionary ideas about God’s kingdom. 



Look, the marketplace was where the landowner went to get workers for His 
vineyard. He showed up early in the morning and chose some people at the 
expense of others. We know that because in…  
 

Matthew 20:6 it says, “About five in the afternoon he went out and found still 
others standing around. He asked them, ‘Why have you been standing here 
all day long doing nothing?’ 
 

He knew they had been there all day because they were there when He went 
out early and chose the first group and negotiated (and agreed to) a contract 
with the first group. That is alluding to the elect nation of Israel and the Mosaic 
covenant.  
 

Can you imagine how that might have felt to everyone else who wasn’t 
chosen? I think you can! 
 

They were at a market waiting for someone to choose them to work on the 
team. Ever been there? Me - Me – Me – sounds again like a sport analogy! 
When we used to play a pick-up game of baseball and hoped you got chosen. 
 

How did that make you feel when you were last? What do you think you felt 
when you were first? Gee, you were someone who felt free to give expert 
advice all of a sudden. 
 

The Jews had somehow come to believe that since they were chosen before 
the others (sinners, outcast, gentiles) that they were worth more. No!  
 

It was always God plan to go back at 9, 12, 3 and 5 and calls others to join 
Him. But in these later cases, there is no contract, no negotiation. 
 

They have to simply trust Him! 
 

Matthew 20:4 NIV, “He told them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard, and 
I will pay you whatever is right.” 
 

This is all about the good news of Jesus; that faith is the new paradym of 
inclusion into God’s Kingdom. The last one’s called got what those who were 
chosen were promised in the beginning. 
 

And not everyone buys into that trust. They are not ready to trust Him (that’s 
why there are people still there at 5). They had to do decide to put aside their 
jealousy and hurt over Israel being picked first, and trust Him to be fair. 
 



Those first chosen weren’t better people than the others or more worthy. And 
those who were last weren’t less worthy. Jesus was the one who brought 
balance to this misconception.  
 

Paul addresses this same issue in his letter to the Ephesians. He does it in 
Romans 9 too. And frankly, there is a school of thought out there that misses 
the whole point of those chapters. It’s all about explaining this first is last and 
last is first teaching of Jesus. 
 

In Ephesians 1:11-14, Paul, who was a Jew and one of the elect, says,  
 

“In him we [Jews] were also chosen, having been predestined according to 
the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of 
his will, in order that we, who were the first to put our hope in Christ [Jewish 
Messiah], might be for the praise of his glory.  And you {gentiles] also were 
included in Christ when you heard the message of truth, the gospel of your 
salvation. When you believed [new paradigm], you were marked in him with 
a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our 
inheritance [not just the Jewish inheritance anymore] until the redemption of 
those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory.” 
 

This was an explanation of the total mind shift God brought to His elect 
people, the Jews. It was a mystery that Paul was trying to explain to both Jew 
and Gentile. Yes, we Jews are the ones who first received the promise of 
Messiah – a Jewish Messiah who would be king. BUT He wouldn’t be just a 
Jewish Messiah. He was meant to be the Messiah to the world. So YOU were 
included too through the good news of Jesus. 
 

Paul restates this more clearly in Ephesians chapter 3:6, 
 

“This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with 
Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise 
in Christ Jesus.”  
 

Romans 9 is a justification of God choosing Israel, electing Jacob over Esau 
and mercifully giving Jacob the promises. Chapter 10 is about God including 
the Gentiles by calling them to become His people through faith in Jesus – 
this makes the Jews jealous because those called later receive what was 
promised to them in the beginning (first). And chapter 11 is about how the first 
come around and by faith at last and are also saved. 
 

The first shall be last. 



 

Romans 11:25-26 NIV,  “I do not want you to be ignorant of this mystery, 
brothers and sisters, so that you may not be conceited: Israel has 
experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come 
in, and in this way all Israel will be saved.”  
 

Yes, the Jews, though few, were the first people He elected but there are 
many others He has called, that by putting their faith in the good news of 
Jesus are included in the riches He promised to the first ones. 
 

Ephesians 3:10-12 NIV, “His intent was that now, through the church, the 
manifold wisdom of God should be made known to the rulers and authorities 
in the heavenly realms, according to his eternal purpose that he 
accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord. In him and through faith in him we 
may approach God with freedom and confidence.”  
 

Look, The Jews, the elect of God were the first to receive the inheritance, A 
KING AND KINGDOM WITHOUT END. AND HERE, RICHES THAT MAKE 
LIFE FULL AND SATISFYING. But now, those riches are available to you. 
 

Ephesians 3:14-19 NIV, “For this reason I kneel before the Father, from 
whom every family in heaven and on earth derives its name. I pray that out 
of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit 
in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. 
And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have 
power, together with all the Lord’s holy people, to grasp how wide and long 
and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that 
surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the 
fullness of God.”  
 

WOW! Out of His riches: strength, power, Indwelling Spirit, rooted & 
established, power to grasp His love – the fullness of God. You want that kind 
of strength and inner power? You want to know and experience that love? 
 

Accept His call! Get over your hurt by trusting Him and what He provided 
for you through Jesus’ sacrifice. Join me as I lead you in prayer this morning. 
 

And Christian, Get rid of the frozen chosen attitude and reach out to people 
next to you who have fallen (Abbey and Nikki), and those who are in need. 
Share with them the source of your riches! Be happy for them. Let’s Pray 
 


