John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, September 25, 2011 – Pentecost XV
Matthew 21:28-32 “My Two Sons”
I remember when I was growing up, it was great to be out of school during the summer!  I could play ball with my friends, go swimming, ride bikes, go to the Krystal for 10 ct. hamburgers … But every so often, in the morning before he left for work, my dad would tell me he wanted the lawn mowed before he got home!

Well, I had all day!  No big deal!  I still had plenty of time for fun before I had to crank up the mower!  But sometimes, time just got away from me, and before I knew it, there was my dad’s truck pulling up in the driveway!  I had told my dad that morning I’d mow the lawn – but somehow – it just didn’t get done!  And just telling my dad I was going to mow the lawn – didn’t “cut it!!”  And, yes, there were consequences!!
Jesus’ parable in today’s lesson is about a father who had two sons.  Now, back in those days, they probably weren’t real concerned about mowing lawns … but doing things like working in the family vineyard was pretty important – since this family likely made their living growing grapes.  
This father asked his first son to go and work in the vineyard that day, and this son refused – but then later, he had a “change of heart,” and went to work as his father had asked.  The second son assured his father that he would work in the vineyard, as he’d been asked – but then he didn’t actually do it.  Yes, it was disrespectful for the first son to refuse to do as his father had asked.  But then he repented of his initial response, and then went and did as his father had asked.  

Now, the second son gave his father an affirmative response up front – “Yes, Father, I’ll do as you say!”  But then, he did not.  There was no follow through.  We don’t know if this second son never intended to go to work that day, and that he may have just said what he knew his father wanted to hear – or if he really had the intention of working in the vineyard, as he’d been asked – but got distracted and busy with other things.
The initial folks to whom this parable was directed were the “religious people” of Jesus’ day – the Pharisees, the priests, the scribes, and the teachers of the Law – those who were self-satisfied and self-assured of their favorable status with God.  Those who were comfortable and complacent.  Those who looked “holy,” and who went through all the motions of being “religious” … but regardless of their outward appearance, those who didn’t follow through with “doing the will of the Father!”

Now there were others in the Jewish society and culture of that day as well.  There were the criminals, the outcasts, the swindlers, the thieves, the tax collectors, the prostitutes, and all the other “sinners” – those who either had a lifestyle or a way of making a living that made them, as far as “polite society” was concerned, unclean, unholy, and unacceptable!  Not welcome to mingle and associate with decent and respectable folks – and certainly not those anybody saw as potential candidates for heaven!!
But you know what?  Even though these “marginalized” folks led lives that were considered by many as sinful and unacceptable – what mattered most was their godly sorrow and grief over their sin, and their faith and trust in Jesus’ assurance of their forgiveness!  These were the folks - and not the respectable, religious people - who saw their need to repent and be baptized, in response to John-the-Baptist’s appeal for everyone to get “right with God!”

And every time I read this parable, I can’t help but wonder which of this father’s two sons I can identify with most – the one who first refused to do his father’s will, and then repented and went to work in the vineyard – or the one who said “yes” right away, and then ignored his father’s request, and did his own thing?!

Now, if I had told this parable, I’d likely have included a third son, one who said “yes” to his father up front, and then who went straight to work, just as he’d been instructed!  That’s the son I’d like to be!  But, in all honesty, I think most of the time, I tend to fall into one of the two categories of the sons Jesus actually has in his story.

And, as usual, it seems there are questions you and I need to ask ourselves, as we ponder this parable and what it means for us today.  To begin with, are we – are you and I – susceptible to any sort of spiritual pride and complacency today?  Are there ever times when I take my relationship with God in Christ for granted?  Are there ever times when I just seem to be going through the motions of “being religious,” but not really living my faith out - because of my love for the Lord and for others?

Next, I might ask myself – what relevance do Christ and his teachings have in my daily life?  Do I kind of agree that his teachings are a good way for folks to live, but do I not always hold them up as the standard in my life the way I should?  After all, since I’m really a “pretty good person,” isn’t God willing to “cut me some slack?”    

And are there those – like the outcasts the “religious folks” of Jesus’ day looked down on – that we, too, might tend to see as beyond the reach of God’s grace?  “For God so loved the world …” not just you and me, and all those who might seem to us as respectable and mainstream – whatever that means!

And then, finally, what is the “will of our Heavenly Father?”  Well, it’s His will that not any should perish.  It was His will that His one and only Son, Jesus, should suffer and die for the forgiveness of our sins, and for our eternal salvation.  It’s His will that all who believe in the only Son of God would have eternal life.  It’s His will that we obey Him, and that we live in accordance with His standards and commandments – and not according to those that are constantly changing in society, culture and the world!   It’s His will that we honor and worship Him, and that we give Him glory – not only with our lips – but in our lives!  Amen?!

The religious leaders of Jesus’ day had not done the “will of the Father” because they had trusted in their own righteousness.  They had rejected John’s (John-the-Baptist’s) message that they needed to repent, and to “show fruit worthy of that repentance!”

The Greek word used for “repent” here goes beyond just a “turning or changing of one’s heart and mind!”  It also speaks to “regret or grief” over having offended God!  In 2 Corinthians 7:10, Paul says that “(true) godly grief produces repentance that leads to salvation.”  Godly grief over our sin is followed by the faith that believes our sins are forgiven!   And the repentance that comes with godly grief results in a transformed life!!  Amen?!

In our parable today – Jesus’ parable – the man, the father here – had two sons.  Which of those two would you and I identify with?  The first son, who refused to go to work in the vineyard, but then repented and ultimately did his father’s will?  Or the second son, who gave his father “lip service,” but who didn’t actually follow through and do as his father had asked?

If I look at the “big picture,” I can go back to a time when I continually said “no” to God, but then finally said “yes” to Him, years later, when I committed my life to Jesus Christ.  But if I look at each day, since my conversion, I can identify times when I’ve said “no” to God, and then I’ve ended up obeying Him and doing His will anyway – like son number one.  And I can also identify times when I’ve said “yes” to Him, but my “yes” has been more “lip service,” and “going through the motions” – more like son number two!
And I can also see myself, at times, falling into the trap of thinking too highly of myself, and kind of feeling like God surely must be really pleased to have me on His team!  And at the same time, looking down on others, who I’m just sure can never “measure up” to Kingdom standards!  And may God forgive me … may he forgive all of us, for those times when we let the Enemy lead us down this path!

I’m reminded here of Paul’s words from 1 Timothy 1:15, when he says, “Christ Jesus died to save sinners – of whom I am chief!!”  Humbling, isn’t it!  Because if the great St. Paul can admit that he is “chief among sinners” – then what right do I have to look down on anyone!!  Praise God that when you and I say “no,” at first – our Heavenly Father allows “u-turns” – and we can start over again, and do the right thing.  And praise Him as well that there’s forgiveness, in Jesus’ name, when we say “yes,” but then end up going our own way, and doing our own thing!

Let’s pray.  Heavenly Father, thank you that your grace extends to us in ways that go far beyond anything we deserve, or can even imagine!  Thank you that “your ways are as high above our ways as the heavens are above the earth!”  Help us to say “yes” to you when you ask us to do your will.  And thank you for your steadfast patience and grace when we respond otherwise.  Help us to trust in the righteousness of your Son, Jesus Christ, and not in our own self-righteousness.  And may we never forget that you are “no respecter of persons” – and that what makes one worthy of your Kingdom is not who they are, where they’ve come from, what their past, or even what their present life is – but what their response has been to your call for repentance, and to your offer of reconciliation through your Son Jesus Christ.  Amen!   

