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Who were you in your birth family? Were you the big brother/big sister? Were you the 

baby of the family? Were you somewhere in between, being neither the youngest nor the oldest? 

Child psychologists over the past several decades have clinically confirmed what parents 

have known for centuries: birth order often has a major impact on a child’s social and intellectual 

development. Yes, there are cases in which birth order is not a reliable predictor of a child’s 

personality but, as a general proposition, birth order can heavily influence who and what a child 

becomes. 

The first-born child is just that. The first-born child. Which means that Mom and Dad are 

first-time parents. I’m sorry; I don’t care how loving you are or how many baby books you 

consult or how much you spend on cribs, height-chairs and clothes, you are going to make some 

mistakes the first time out. Even for the best of us, parenting skills develop over time. Like it or 

not, first-borns tend to be learning experiences for their parents. 

But being first-born is neither all good nor all bad. First-borns tend to get more attention 

because there is no competition yet. That’s good. Sometimes, though, first-time parents have so 

much anxiety about their still developing child-rearing skills that they can overdo things. A first-

born tends to be raised with tighter rules and higher expectations. The first-born often becomes a 

perfectionist and a high achiever. As an adult, a first-born may achieve great career success but 

still be left with a nagging doubt that it’s not enough. A first-born may have much, but enjoy 

little. 
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Second-borns come into the family with the benefit of more experienced parents. Mom 

and Dad, if they have been paying attention, have learned something from those inevitable 

mistakes made raising the first-born. The second-born often does not feel the same pressure to 

succeed and takes a more balanced view of life. 

But second-borns may also find that the more relaxed parenting style has its drawbacks. 

Second-borns tend to get less attention than first-borns. Second-borns often feel “second best” 

and perpetually behind their older siblings, even if they were born with equivalent levels of talent 

and potential. Psychologists tell us that second-borns are more likely to seek a wider circle of 

friends outside the family because they can feel shut out of family life. 

And then, to keep this simple we’ll assume a family of three children only. The last-born, 

often referred to as the “baby of the family,” usually gets even less attention than the second-

born. Sometimes, parents are feeling pretty exhausted and burned-out by the time a third child 

comes along and the last-born grows up with fewer rules, much less one-on-one time with a 

parent and less sense of direction in life. The last-born often becomes more outgoing but also 

more manipulative. The last-born’s developmental successes get far less celebration than that of 

their older siblings. Some last-borns start to shrug their shoulders and say “what’s the point?” 

That was a very simplistic summary of current birth-order models embraced by child 

psychologists. I want to underscore that these are descriptions of general tendencies and not 

hard-and-fast absolutes. They are consistent with my own experiences as a first-born and with 

my experiences as a parent. 

And I will bet you that, in almost any family, if you ask any child who has it better, that 

child will point to the other siblings. First-borns will say that they wish they didn’t have so much 
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pressure and responsibility. Second-borns will say that the first-born gets too much attention. 

Last-borns will say that they are always get the short end of everything. Whenever you entered 

the family, everybody else had it better than you. 

Jesus never spoke directly about birth order but I think that today’s Parable of the 

Workers in the Vineyard certainly captures some of the realities of birth order. As a first-born, I 

find it very difficult not to be totally on board with the feelings of those workers who went out 

first into the vineyard, worked hard all day long under what was probably a very hot sun and 

then stood flabbergasted when the owner paid the workers who had come along later in the day, 

done less work and sweated off fewer pounds exactly the same. How is that even a little fair? 

But, of course, this parable is not intended as a lesson in how landowners should treat 

their workers. This parable is about the reality of God’s love and God’s grace. Jesus had what 

must have felt like a very hard message for the Twelve Disciples to hear. The fact that they were 

the first to follow Jesus and had endured (and would endure) hardships and privations that few 

who followed could understand did not mean that they would be loved more by God than those 

who came later and suffered less. The new Christian church was not going to operate on a merit 

or seniority system. Those who joined later were not going to be loved less or be granted some 

inferior form of grace. 

For the church, there is no birth order. Whether you were born into the church and have 

been faithfully attending for decades or you have just discovered the joys of the Gospel, you are 

loved deeply by God. That love is not earned. That love is not based on merit. That love is 

simply Who and What God is. You stand on the same footing as Peter or Paul or any other 

Christian in history. 
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In the kingdom of heaven, there are no first-borns, second-borns or last-borns. There are 

only the children of God. 


