
 

“What You Say Isn’t as Important as What You Do” 
(Matthew 21:28-32) 

 
 
 

 Have you ever met someone who talks a good talk when it comes to Christianity, but 
when it really comes down to it, does not walk a good walk?  Someone who knows what the 
right thing to do is, but never seems to get down to doing it?  Now I’m not talking about 
someone who truly wants to do what is right, but often fails to do it, even though he tries his 
best.  Every Christian has to fight against his or her sins every day to walk in the ways of the 
Lord.  But someone who says he is a Christian, but lives like he is not a Christian, or at least not 
like a real Christian.  Someone who knows that it’s sin to do a particular thing, but does it 
anyway without trying to overcome that sin.  We’ve all met people like this.  Hopefully, this 
doesn’t describe us.  The Bible calls this kind of person a hypocrite.  The word hypocrite comes 
from a Greek word which means stage player or actor, a person who pretends to be something 
other than what he is to entertain an audience.  But it can also refer to those who pretend to be 
something other than what they are for other reasons -- such as acceptance by peers, or position 
in employment, or esteem in the eyes of others.  There are even people like this in the church, 
who pretend to be Christians to gain acceptance, or more dangerously, who pretend to convince 
themselves that they’re really saved and on their way to heaven.  Our passage this morning 
shows us that there are people like this in the church.  It stands as a warning to us that it’s not 
enough simply to believe the right things or to say the right words if we hope at last to enter into 
the kingdom of God, we must also be willing to do what Christ commands.  It tells us that what 
we do will always speak louder to God than what we say or believe.   
 Now last week we saw that the Jewish leaders didn’t want to answer the question Jesus 
put to them, because they didn’t want to accept what John had to say about Jesus, on the one 
hand, and because they didn’t want to face the crowds’ anger for what they really thought about 
John on the other.  This showed that their hearts were hard.  Certainly Jesus knew this, but they 
had deceived themselves into thinking that this really wasn’t the case.  Now Jesus is going to 
make it even clearer to them in this parable about two sons.   
 Jesus said that there was a man who had two sons.  He came to the first and said, “Son, 
go work today in the vineyard.”  Immediately he said, “I won’t,” probably because, like many of 
us -- adults as well as children --, he didn’t really like to work.  It wasn’t what he wanted to do.  
There were other things that were much more fun or entertaining.  One of the biggest obstacles 
we have to face in our world today is the desire to seek our own pleasure rather than God’s.  
There are so many fun things to do, and we want to do as many of them as we can.  It’s 
becoming too easy for us to set our duty aside to play.  How many times have we neglected to do 
what we should, because there was something else that we wanted to do more?  Too often, I’m 
afraid.  Our flesh has a yearning desire that continually demands to be satisfied.  Now it’s not 
that everything fun is sinful.  But many things are, and everything is when it gets in the way of 
our duty.  The Lord tells we must put it to death.  We must kill our sin.  If we don’t, it will either 
kill us or make it impossible for us to do anything worthwhile in this world for God’s glory.  One 
thing is certain, when it comes to the day of God’s judgment, we will have wished that we had 
put those desires to death, that we had let go of those things a long time ago.  The wise thing to 
do is to let go of them now, so that you won’t be sorry on that day.   
 Well the first son refused to go.  But after he thought about it for a little while, he came to 
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his senses and changed his mind.  He ended up going and doing what his father said.  It would 
have been better if he had gone right away, rather than disobeying his father.  But repenting later 
and doing what he commanded was still much better than never having done it at all.  Our lives 
would certainly be more blessed if we got down to doing God’s will right away, without resisting 
Him and disobeying Him first.  Thankfully, the Lord is merciful, and He forgives us when we 
repent.  He can also use our sins to teach us more about our hearts and about how much better it 
is to obey.  But generally speaking, it’s always better to obey the first time.   
 But the father had another son who was more obedient, at least that’s how he appeared at 
first.  He came to him and said the same thing, “Go and work today in the vineyard.”  He 
answered, “I will,” but he didn’t go.  This son was more of a “yes” man.  He knew what his 
father wanted to hear and was quick to say it.  You’ve seen people like this.  They usually get 
ahead for a while, because they’re always saying the right things, but they never get anything 
done.  Words are cheap.  What really matters is action.  But no one ever seems to notice that 
they’re not doing anything, because they talk a good talk.  This is what we need to beware of 
most in our walk with the Lord.  Of course it’s also bad to say that we won’t do what God 
commands us and not do it.  But it’s worse to tell Him we will and then not do it, because on top 
of our disobedience, we add the sin of hypocrisy.   
 Well this was plain enough.  It was a clear example of what Jesus wanted to show these 
Jews.  But not realizing this time that it was meant to expose their sin, they answered His 
question correctly.  Jesus asked, “Which of the two did the will of his father?”  They said, “The 
first.”  After all, he did eventually obeyed.  They were right.  But again they didn’t know that 
when they answered this question, they condemned themselves, just as David did years ago when 
he answered Nathan the prophet’s question, and Nathan replied, “You are the man” (2 Sam. 
12:7).  They didn’t see it coming, but Jesus let them have it anyway.  He said, “Truly I say to you 
that the tax-gatherers and harlots will get into the kingdom of God before you.  For John came to 
you in the way of righteousness and you did not believe him; but the tax-gatherers and harlots 
did believe him; and you, seeing this, did not even feel remorse afterward so as to believe him” 
(vv. 31-32).  The tax-gatherers and harlots were like the first son.  They said “no” to the Lord at 
first.  They refused to obey.  They were too busy seeking their own wealth and their own 
pleasure.  But when John came preaching the Gospel of righteousness, the Gospel of the 
kingdom, when he made the will of God clear to them and God’s judgment on those who refused 
to obey, they repented:  they turned from their sins and embraced the Savior.  Because they did, 
they were entering the kingdom of heaven; and if they continued to love God and to walk in His 
ways, they would eventually enter into it for all eternity.  But these Jews, on the other hand, 
believing themselves already to be in the kingdom, did not.  They were like the second son.  
They were always saying yes to God, but they weren’t doing what they were supposed to do.  
They were just like their fathers.  The Lord said through Isaiah the prophet the very same words 
our Lord used on another occasion to speak to these Jews, “This people draw near with their 
words and honor Me with their lip service, but they remove their hearts far from Me, and their 
reverence for Me consists of tradition learned by rote” (29:13).  Our Lord isn’t interested in 
hearing us say we will obey.  He isn’t interested in our only going through the motions of 
worship.  He is much more interested in our actually obeying Him, in our actually worshiping 
Him.  Samuel told Saul, when he returned from the slaughter of the Amalekites, not having done 
everything the Lord had told him to do, “To obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed than the fat 
of rams” (1 Sam. 15:22).  Their hearts were so hard that even after they saw the tax-gatherers and 
harlots repent, they still refused to repent and submit to God, and therefore they were not His 
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true worshipers.  Our Lord tells us this morning to beware that the same thing is not true of us.   
 I would like to apply this text in two ways.  First, we need to realize that the kingdom of 
God is not just a matter of belief, it’s also a matter of work.  It does not consist only in words, 
but in action.  Both of the sons were commanded by their father to work in the vineyard, but only 
one of them did.  The one who did obviously was the only one who did the will of his father.  
This reminds us of what we read in many other parts of the Bible:  faith, in order to be true faith, 
must be more than mere belief; it must also include repentance.  Repentance is turning from 
sinful behavior to righteous behavior, putting off the deeds of darkness and putting on the deeds 
of righteousness.  These are the works that must accompany a true and living faith.  It’s not 
enough to say that you believe.  It’s not enough to promise or vow to God that you’re going to 
obey Him.  You must also do it.  Faith without works is dead (James 2:26).  On the day of God’s 
judgment, it is our works which will be judged and not our profession.  If it was only a matter of 
profession, then the priests and elders would also have entered the kingdom.  They at least 
professed to know and to do what God commanded.  But it’s not just a matter of profession.  It’s 
also a matter of actual obedience.  Even though we didn’t come into this world doing God’s will 
-- like the first son who didn’t at first --, we must at least leave this world doing them -- again, 
like the first son.  What matters to God is that we live the life of faith, not just profess it.  As 
James put it, if there is a brother or sister who is cold and in need of food, and we say to them 
“Be warmed and filled,” what good is that, unless we also give them what they need to be warm 
and give them food to fill their stomachs (2:15-16)?  It’s no good at all.  In the same way, faith 
without works is dead.  It has no life in it.  It is in word only, and not in deed (1 John 3:18).  
Even the demons believe, and they tremble, and if they tremble, they are doing at least that much 
more than the hypocrite.  No, works must be there as well as profession, or our profession means 
nothing.  We are still dead in our sins and under God’s wrath.   
 But second, I also want you to notice the good news here:  If we are like the first son in 
his disobedience, or the second in his, we don’t have to stay that way.  Though we may at first 
say I won’t do God’s will, or I will do it, but never get down to doing it, we may repent, and if 
we repent and turn to Jesus, the Lord will accept us.  The first son regretted his words.  He 
changed his mind.  He did what his father asked him to do.  Jesus said that the tax-gatherers and 
harlots changed their minds.  They turned from their sins.  They went into the vineyard to work, 
and they were received into God’s kingdom.  Now certainly they needed God’s grace to do this, 
but the fact that they did it showed that God had given them His grace.  No matter what your sins 
are, no matter what areas of your life you have refused to submit to the lordship of Christ up to 
this point, if you are willing to forsake them, if you are willing to turn to Jesus in faith, if you are 
willing to put on the works of righteousness and do the will of the Father, you can enter into 
God’s kingdom.  Every sin, even the smallest, brings damnation with it.  But there is no sin so 
big that it can damn, if we turn from that sin to Jesus Christ.  Don’t let your pride stop you, as it 
did the Jews.  Don’t be afraid to admit that you have sinned.  Don’t be afraid to turn from the 
wrong things you’ve been doing and begin doing what’s right.  Swallow your pride and receive 
Christ.  The Jewish leaders weren’t sorry for their hard hearts when the worst of sinners were 
repenting all around them -- probably because they still didn’t believe that these sinners were in 
the kingdom of heaven, and because they didn’t believe that they were all that bad.  But what a 
person believes about himself doesn’t matter, if what he believes is false.  What really matters is 
what God’s Word says about him.  We must judge our lives by that standard.  If there is any part 
of God’s Word that we are not willing to receive, any commandment that we are not willing to 
keep, any sin which we are not willing to put off, we will be condemned.  But if we are willing to 



4 

 

receive it all, if we are willing to submit to all His commandments, if we are willing to turn from 
every sin and put on our whole duty -- even though it may be a great struggle --, and if we are 
willing to embrace Jesus Christ as our Savior and as our righteousness, we will be saved.  This 
passage exhorts us to turn from all our sins and turn to Christ this morning.  There is acceptance 
in Christ.  There is peace with God in Christ.  There is fullness of love and joy in Christ.  Come 
and receive God’s free offer of grace and salvation through Jesus Christ.  Amen.   


