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THE FIRST WILL BE LAST AND THE LAST WILL BE FIRST 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 

 

Mark 10:23-31 

23 And Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, “How difficult it will be for those 

who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God!” 24 And the disciples were amazed at 

his words. But Jesus said to them again, “Children, how difficult it is to enter the 

kingdom of God! 25 It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for 

a rich person to enter the kingdom of God.” 26 And they were exceedingly 

astonished, and said to him, “Then who can be saved?” 27 Jesus looked at them and 

said, “With man it is impossible, but not with God. For all things are possible with God.” 

28 Peter began to say to him, “See, we have left everything and followed you.” 

29 Jesus said, “Truly, I say to you, 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, 30 who will not 

receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses and brothers and sisters and mothers 

and children and lands, with persecutions, and in the age to come eternal life. 31 But 

many who are first will be last, and the last first.” 

 

 

The age to come. Trying to thread a needle with a camel.  

 

These are things hard to imagine. But these might bring to mind, in fact this whole text 

might bring to mind, a Bible story about a scarlet thread. It’s in the Old Testament, in 

Genesis. It’s about an ancestor of Jesus named Perez. Now, Perez was a twin. You 

know that when twins are born, they can’t both be first. One will be born first, and one 

will be born last. Twins can’t both be first.  
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Isn’t that also what we have been taught about life? We can’t all be first. Some will 

finish first, but some will finish last. Some win, some lose. That’s just how things are.  

 

So it was with Perez and his twin. Perez was born first. But before he came out of the 

womb, it appeared that his twin might be born first. The Bible says, “When the time 

came for Tamar to give birth, there were twins in her womb. As she was giving birth, 

one of them put out his hand; so the midwife took a scarlet thread and tied it on his 

wrist and said, ‘This one came out first.’” Only, that’s not how it turned out. The Bible 

goes on to say, “But when he drew back his hand, his brother came out, and the 

midwife said, ‘So, this is how you have broken out!’ So he was named Perez, which 

means breaking out.  

 

It was as if Perez was so eager to be born, that he came out first. He was born before it 

was his turn. He came out ahead of the right time.  

 

That’s how it is with the age to come, the kingdom of God. It has broken out. It has 

broken into this present age. Like Perez being born before his time. Like a chick so 

eager to be born that it’s already sticking its beak through the eggshell ahead of the 

right time. The age to come has poked its head into the present age. With Jesus’ own 

birth at Bethlehem and with His arrival at the Jordan River and with His ministry beside 

the Sea of Galilee, the age to come has poked its head into the present. Repent for 

the kingdom of God is at hand! That urgent call is the same as the one to the rich man 

last Sunday, the same as the one the first disciples heard at the Jordan and at Galilee. 

“Come, follow Me, and I will make you fishers of men,” and “if you love Me, then feed 

My sheep.” When Jesus says Come, follow Me, it is the first commandment all over 

again but in a more urgent way, because the age to come has already broken in. Like 

Perez, Jesus comes first. Like Perez’ twin, we come last. We follow Him. Jesus goes first, 

and we follow after Him into the mission of talking to people about Jesus and about 

life in the age to come through Jesus. Jesus comes first, and we come last. Setting 

aside the comforts of the present age. Leaving those comforts behind in order to 

follow Jesus. He comes first, and we come last.  
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That’s not so easy for the rich, Jesus says. For those folks who are used to coming in first, 

those who are accustomed to winning in life, those who are successful by the world’s 

standards, those who are used to having their own way, saying whatever they want, 

doing what they please, having whatever they want, it is not easy to let Jesus come in 

first in their lives, to follow Him, to accept coming last. Jesus does not sugarcoat that 

fact, nor should we. He says it’s easier to thread a needle with a camel than for a rich 

man to enter the kingdom of God, to have life in the age to come. Many who are first 

will end up in dead last.  

 

Yet, if we want to be first in the age to come, then we must be willing to be last in the 

present age. Well, I don’t know about you, but I don’t know what it means to be rich, 

and I still don’t want to be last. I was on the track and field team my junior year of 

college. I ran the 400 meters and the 800 meters.  I have to admit that though I was 

fast there was no way I could compete at that level. I finished in last place every time 

that season. In the final meet of the season, I came in last again in the 400, but it was 

my fastest time of the season. That’s the thought I held onto. Though I had once again 

finished last, I wanted to comfort myself with the knowledge that I had run my fastest 

time. 

 

There are comforts I hold on to, because I don’t want to be last. Do you have that 

problem? Even as you follow Jesus, are there comforts you still want to hold on to? 

Someone has said that comfort is one of the sins that the church has approved of, one 

of the sins that the church condones. But when the church becomes comfortable, 

then its sense of mission dies. When our own comfort becomes a priority, then we are 

resistant to change. Then, what we do becomes more about catering to insiders than 

about reaching outsiders. The church cannot be missional and comfortable at the 

same time. Cannot follow Jesus and be comfortable at the same time. Cannot come 

last and be comfortable at the same time.  

 

But here’s the thing about comfort. When Jesus calls us to repent of it, to set it aside 

and leave it behind, we aren’t merely reluctant. We get angry. No one wants to come 

in last. Even the poorest of the poor play the lottery in the hopes of one day not 

coming in last. Even the first disciples who had left behind so many comforts would 

one day be faced with something so uncomfortable that instead of following Jesus 
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they ran the other way. We have been taught that in life some finish in first, and some 

finish last, some win, some lose. That’s just how things are, but finishing last is never how 

we have seen ourselves. No one wants to finish last. If that’s the only way to be saved, 

that Jesus and whatever He wants of us come first and we, and whatever makes us 

comfortable come last, then who of us stands a chance? Who then can be saved?  

 

When answering that question for those first disciples, what look do you think Jesus had 

on His face? It says Jesus looked at them. He knew the breaking point they would 

come to. But there must have been a sly smile on Jesus’ face as He said that with man 

it is impossible but not with God. For Jesus knew there was one person who was willing 

to finish last. There was someone willing to be the scarlet thread boy. There was 

someone willing to become our identical twin in every way but one. Someone who 

should have been first, for He was God’s first Son, He was first in God’s heart. He was 

there on the first day when God created the heavens and the earth. He was first.  

 

But He was willing to become last. He was willing to do what we’re supposed to do 

and give us all the credit. He was willing to be the scarlet thread boy. Scarlet threads 

not only on His wrist, but on His forehead from where the thorns ripped through His skin. 

Scarlet threads running down His back from where He’d been beaten with a 

horsewhip. Scarlet threads running down His feet from the nail. Enduring discomfort. 

Receiving no comfort. Uncomfortable. He was willing to be last, to our credit. So that 

God will make us first in the age to come. So that though we don’t deserve it, these 

words of our text are about us: “Many who are last will be first.” 

 

Yet, that age to come is already breaking in, sticking out its beak, poking its head into 

the present age. Our scarlet thread boy, Jesus, His birth, His death, His breaking out of 

the tomb like a chick breaking out of its shell has already broken into this present age 

some of the gifts of the age to come: new birth through Holy Baptism, the gift of the 

Holy Spirit, the gift of faith. Through these gifts, our scarlet thread boy is pulling us 

towards the age to come. Pulling us away from old, comfortable ways. In the scarlet 

threads of His wounds is the joy of the urgency of His mission. In His scarlet scars is the 

promise that we shall experience the life of the age to come, that we shall be first. And 

the gift of more and more letting go of what’s comfortable, as imperfectly as we may 

do it, is in His scarlet-threaded hands.   Amen 


