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Glory to you, O Lord.

23When he entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people came to him as he was teaching, and said, “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” 24Jesus said to them, “I will also ask you one question; if you tell me the answer, then I will also tell you by what authority I do these things. 25Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human origin?” And they argued with one another, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say to us, ‘Why then did you not believe him?’ 26But if we say, ‘Of human origin,’ we are afraid of the crowd; for all regard John as a prophet.” 27So they answered Jesus, “We do not know.” And he said to them, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things.

28“What do you think? A man had two sons; he went to the first and said, ‘Son, go and work in the vineyard today.’ 29He answered, ‘I will not’; but later he changed his mind and went. 30The father went to the second and said the same; and he answered, ‘I go, sir’; but he did not go. 31Which of the two did the will of his father?” They said, “The first.” Jesus said to them, “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of you. 32For John came to you in the way of righteousness and you did not believe him, but the tax collectors and the prostitutes believed him; and even after you saw it, you did not change your minds and believe him.
The Gospel of the Lord

Praise to you, O Christ.
Let’s Pray:  Speak, Lord, your people are listening.  Amen.
Context is important to help us understand today’s Gospel and those in the next three weeks, so I’ll begin by filling in a few of the blanks.  According to Matthew’s account, just the day before the confrontation we just heard, Jesus and his disciples arrived at the Mount of Olives near Jerusalem.  Jesus asked his disciples to get a donkey and her colt.  They did so, and Jesus sat on the donkey and rode down what is now called “Palm Sunday Road” as the crowds spread their cloaks on the ground and waved palms and shouted about the coming of the Son of David in the name of the Lord.  People wondered aloud who he was.  They were told, “This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee.”  Then Jesus entered the Temple and drove out those who were selling and buying and overturned the tables of the money changers, angering the scribes and the chief priests.  Then Jesus began to heal the blind and the lame inside the Temple, further enraging the religious leaders.  Then Jesus left Jerusalem and spent the night in Bethany, just over the hill from the Mount of Olives.

Just to give us some perspective here.  These chief priests and scribes were the wealthy elite of Judaism.  It was their Temple that Jesus was occupying - the place of their authority and power.  
These scribes and chief priests received their authority in two ways.  First by the genealogical authority of Judaism and by the authority given them by the Romans to keep the peace, because people died when they defied Rome.   They are trying to negotiate the fine line between worshipping and obeying God in the tradition of Judaism and the need to keep the Roman occupiers happy by making sure people behaved and that taxes were collected. 
What we heard in today’s Gospel begins the next morning when Jesus returns to the Temple.  This time, the church leaders, highly upset that this so-called prophet from Galilee would dare to come into the Temple and act as he did - are ready for him and right away they challenge Jesus, asking him by whose authority he acts.  Jesus responds, as he often does, with a question of his own, asking the chief priests and elders whether John the Baptist’s authority came from God or humans.  Not wanting to admit authority came from God or to anger the crowd by denying it, the leaders plead ignorance.  Jesus then tells the story of the two sons, asking the chief priests and scribes, “which son did his father’s will?”  They answer – the first son.  Now it is pretty easy for us to conclude from all of this that Jesus compares the Religious leadership to the second son because they had not accepted John the Baptist’s teachings and the prostitutes and tax collectors to the first son because they had believed and repented.  However, there is more to be learned, both for Matthew’s audience and for readers of today as well.
One obvious lesson is that there is work to be done for the father in the vineyard – there’s God’s work to be done in the world and God asks his children to do it.    In the parable, neither of the man’s sons lived up to their father’s expectations.  The first treated his father with disrespect by refusing to do what was asked of him – although he ultimately relented and obeyed.  The second son, although he was respectful to his father’s face, didn’t fulfill his promise.  If Jesus’ question had been, “Which son lived in an attitude of obedience to his father?” then perhaps the answer would have been “neither.”  Both sons had bad attitudes – a change of attitude was required for each of them to truly live in obedience to his father.
William Barclay summarizes this passage by saying there are two very common classes of people. First, there are the people whose profession is much better than their practice. These are the people who talk the talk, but they don’t walk the walk.  Second, there are those whose practice is far better than their profession – those who don’t talk the talk but walk the walk. But then he rightly reminds us that the truly good person is the one "in whom profession and practice meet and match." That should certainly be our goal. We should aspire to talk the talk and walk the walk.
God requires productive and obedient living from his people.  Claims and concerns for appearance are not enough.  We cannot promote church membership and profession of faith as our only goal but must also embrace that being Christian means believing and doing - talking the talk and walking the walk. This congregation does both exceedingly well.
However, in living as Christians we can become complacent and be tempted to think that have done our part; that it is up to someone else now. We can become discouraged, tired and over-extended as well.  Sometimes we simply burn out.  Sometimes we are willing to work but aren’t sure what we can do. What I’d like you to hear from this parable today is something beyond a call to serve others – because sometimes – for one reason or another, we simply don’t.
I noticed a couple of things as I read and re-read the parable of the two sons – neither of whom talked the talk and walked the walk. But honestly, we make that judgment without knowing the actual circumstances of each son.  We don’t know the reason for which the first son refused to help nor what happened to change his mind nor do we know what got in the way of the second son’s promise to help.  The important thing for us to understand is that despite their action or inaction - they were both still the man’s sons.   The same can be said of both the chief priests and elders and the tax collectors and prostitutes.  The latter came to believe in the authority of John the Baptist, and therefore Jesus as well, and the chief priests and elders had not yet come to accept that same authority.  
But they were still children of God.  The door was left open for their belief to happen and that is true for every single one of us here and for everyone elsewhere. Sometimes we get it right; sometimes we don’t.  Sometimes we talk the talk and walk the walk.  Sometimes we do one of them; sometimes we do neither. But it is never, ever too late to repent – change our minds and respond with action. 

This truth falls in line with what we have heard from Jesus for the last couple of weeks.  In the parable of the unforgiving servant, we learned that the forgiveness that God extends to each of us is abundant – more than we will ever need.  We are asked to extend that kind of forgiveness to others.  In the parable of the laborers of the vineyard, we learned that God’s measure of worthiness does not resemble that of the world, for those who worked only one hour received the same reward as those who worked all day.  The parables that Jesus shares continually turn the way we think about things upside-down.  That’s one reason why it is challenging to be a follower of Jesus.  Jesus asks us to love differently and live differently than is common in our society and in the whole world.  It is hard – but we are, in fact, called to be in the world, but not of the world.  It is a life-long quest and we will likely fail more often that we succeed, but take heart; God is with us, loving us and forgiving and leading us every step of the way. 

Amen
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