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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.’ 29 He answered, ‘I will not;’ but later 
he changed his mind and went. 30 The father went to 
the second and said the same; and he answered, ‘I 
go, sir;’ but he did not go. 31 Which 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. 32 For 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.”  (Matthew 21:28-32, 
NRSV) 
  

 

 
Most of the religious leaders in Jesus’ day had it in for 
him.  Commentator Dale Bruner calls this crowd ‘the 
Serious Ones’.1  It’s a fitting title.  They were serious in 
their efforts to show others how devoted they were to 
God, but also seriously mistaken when it came to their 
understanding of how God actually saw them and 
others.  The grace, and hospitality, and joy they 
encountered in Jesus’ life and teaching became a threat 
to them.  In particular, they hated how he welcomed 
people they were convinced could never be welcomed 
by God.  And so in response, they set out to try to 
discredit him, even trap him.  Eventually they decided 
to kill him.   
 
Well, one day some of these Serious Ones come to Jesus 
with a question.2  Apparently even the chief priest was 
among their number.  They wanted to know from Jesus, 
“Who has given you the authority to do and say the 
things you’re doing and saying?  What gives you the 
right?” In response, Jesus points them back to John the 
Baptist, Jesus’ cousin, who had been a prophet God sent 
to call the people to turn their lives around and prepare 
for the coming of God’s Kingdom.  The common people 
loved John, and many of them responded favorably to 
his message.  But the Serious Ones hated him, for much 
the same reason they hated Jesus.   

                                                           
1 Fredrick Dale Bruner, Matthew: A Commentary, (Eerdmans, 2004).   
2 See Matthew 21:23-27 
3 https://biblehub.com/greek/3340.htm  

When they ask Jesus to tell them by what authority he 
speaks and acts, he agrees only to do so if they will first 
tell him whether or not John was a legitimate prophet.  
It’s a trap, and they know it immediately.  If they 
discredit John they will have the crowds against them 
because the crowds loved John.  But if they honor John, 
Jesus will certainly ask them why they then didn’t listen 
to him.  So they refuse to answer his question.  In 
return, Jesus refuses to answer their question.   
 
And the lesson…don’t try to trap Jesus.  Things will 
not go well for you if you do.   
 
I think Jesus brings up John the Baptist here partly 
because John came to preach a message of repentance, 
and that is exactly the message that these Serious Ones 
needed to hear.  Whenever you find that word 
“repentance” in the New Testament, it’s a translation of 
the Greek word “metanoeó”, and it literally means “to 
change one’s mind or purpose”.3  One day you think one 
way, but then the next day you repent and think an 
entirely different way.  Any genuine change in thinking, 
of course, naturally leads to a change of living.  That’s 
repentance.   
 
So when John the Baptist came proclaiming, “Repent, 
for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”4, he was 
calling the people of his day to change their thinking, to 
embrace the truth that God’s Kingdom, God’s rule and 
reign, was drawing close.  In other words, God was 
about to launch the final phrase of his mission to set the 
world right again, to bring all of creation back into 
accordance with his will.  That meant it would be wise 
for people to adjust their thinking, and in turn their 
lives, to this coming inevitable reality.  And do you 
remember who responded to John’s call?  Again, it 
wasn’t the Serious Ones. John, in fact, had harsh words 
for them, even calling them a brood of vipers.5  No, it 
wasn’t the religious leadership who repented, but the 
common people, even the people the Serious Ones 
would have considered completely unworthy for a place 
in God’s Kingdom.  They were the ones who came to 
confess their sins and to be baptized by John in the 
Jordan River. 

4 Matthew 3:2 
5 See Matthew 3:7-10 

https://biblehub.com/greek/3340.htm
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So do you see what’s happening here?   Jesus recognizes 
a teachable moment, perhaps for the Serious Ones, but 
certainly for his disciples listening in to this 
conversation.  So he tells a parable, the parable we just 
read.  Remember that the word “parable” means 
“something laid alongside.”  Jesus is using something 
very common from ordinary life, in this case two sons 
receiving instructions from their father, and asking us 
to lay our lives next to the story that we might learn 
something about the kingdom of God and our place in 
it.   
 
But this is a very specific kind of parable, what one 
scholar has called a “double indirect narrative parable.”6  
That’s a fancy way of saying that this is a story that 
announces judgment by getting the hearer to condemn 
himself or herself.  The prophet Nathan used this 
strategy when he told King David a story about a rich 
man who unjustly steals the only lamb in the possession 
of a poor man.7  David is furious after hearing the story 
and demands that the rich man immediately be brought 
to justice.  That’s when Nathan reveals that David 
himself is the rich man because of what he did when he 
stole a poor man’s wife.  Jesus is doing something 
similar with this story, setting up these Serious Ones 
that they might condemn themselves without knowing 
it. 
 
It’s a simple story, one that we all can understand.  A 
father gives both his sons chores to do in the vineyard.  
One son enthusiastically promises to get the work done, 
but then later decides he has something better to do and 
fails to follow through on his word.  The other son 
defiantly refuses his father’s request to his face, but then 
later reconsiders and eventually does go out into the 
vineyard to do what his father asked him to do.   
 
Simple story, right?  And totally relatable.  In fact, 
there’s a good chance each of us has been both of these 
two sons at one point or another.  There have certainly 
been instances when I have told somebody what they 
wanted to hear, but then failed to follow through on 
what I have promised.  I can also think of times, even 
recently, when I resisted the request of somebody 
wanting me to do something I really didn’t want to do, 
but then later came to realize that it would better if I 
honored the request.  Can’t we all relate?   
 
In Jesus’ day, few people in Jewish society had more 
authority than a father had with his children.  It’s what 
makes Jesus’ most famous parable, the parable of the 
prodigal son, so shocking, that any son would dare treat 
his father with such disrespect and disdain.  Fathers had 
ultimate authority in the first century Jewish family, 

                                                           
6 Klyne Snodgrass, Stories With Intent (Eerdmans, 2008), 266. 
7 2nd Samuel 12:1-10 

and so to dishonor your father was unthinkable.  Both 
of these boys should not only have agreed without 
complaint to their father’s request, but then they both 
should have gone out quickly to honor it.  But notice 
that in this parable neither son acts accordingly.  Yes, 
the first son eventually went and honored his father’s 
request, but only after treating his father with stunning 
disrespect.  In the end, neither son is worthy of absolute 
praise, neither one brings only joy to his father.   
 
In this we discover a crucial truth.  Who among us has 
been a constant joy to our Father in Heaven?  Who 
among us has always honored God with both our words 
and our actions?  Show of hands?  The parable suggests 
that the answer is…none of us.  The rest of scriptures 
confirms it.  Romans 3 comes to mind, where Paul is 
clear: “For there is no distinction, since all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”8  Some of 
us give lip service to God but never follow through.  
Others of us reject God initially, and only later decide 
to honor him.  Either way, Jesus gives no example here 
of a son who honors his father both in word and deed 
because no such son exists among us.  In fact, nowhere 
in Jesus’ teaching will you find him even hint that God 
celebrates some people because they have been 
completely righteous, for there are no such people.  Do 
you follow me?  There is no ideal son in this parable.   
 
But in this larger group of all of us who dishonor God 
there are two subgroups.  As I’ve said before, there are 
always just two groups.  Jesus never puts people in 
three or more groups; always two.  Jesus defines these 
groups here when, after finishing the parable, he 
declares, “Truly I tell you, the tax-collectors and the 
prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God 
ahead of you.”  The tax-collectors and the prostitutes 
are the first group, the ones very near the kingdom of 
God.  The Serious Ones, to whom Jesus is speaking, 
make up the second group, those much further away 
from the kingdom of God.  Of course, that’s never the 
way the Serious Ones would have framed it, but Jesus 
trapped them when he got them to admit that it was the 
first son, the one who rejected the father but then 
reconsidered, who ultimately did his father’s will.   
 
To help us understand this, let’s be clear that when 
Jesus brings up tax collectors and prostitutes, the 
Serious Ones would have been triggered.  Within Israel, 
very few groups would have been more despised.  These 
were the religious pariahs of first century Palestine.  
The tax collectors were hated for political-moral 
reasons.  They were traitors and extortionists, people 
who had basically turned their backs on their fellow 
Jews to side with the occupying Romans for financial 

8 Romans 3:22-23.  This and all biblical citations are from the New Revised 
Standard Version (NRSV).   
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gain.   In our context, imagine Ukrainians switching 
sides and working with the invading Russians for 
personal financial gain.  The prostitutes were hated for 
sexual-moral reasons.  These were women who had 
totally disregarded Jewish purity laws.  They were 
considered weak and disposable.   
 
When Jesus said that these outcasts were like the first 
son in the parable, the Serious Ones would have agreed 
with him up to a point.  Absolutely, God had told these 
people what he expected of them and they have 
answered God, “We will not do what you tell us to do.  
We will instead betray our own people and cheat others 
to satisfy greed.  We will dishonor the sacred gift of 
sexuality that you have given to us, and do it over and 
over again.  We will not go out into the vineyard to 
work for you.”  That’s exactly right, Jesus; that’s who 
these people are.  But then what happened?  When John 
the Baptist showed up preaching a message of 
repentance, and then when Jesus himself came 
preaching the same message and inviting people to turn 
and come back to God through him, it was many of 
these same tax collectors and prostitutes, along with 
many like them, who responded and came, while the 
Serious Ones who had been talking all along about their 
devotion to God refused to come at all.   
 
Here is a critical distinction we must not miss.  Again, 
neither of the two groups is exemplary.  Let’s not 
sentimentalize tax-collectors and prostitutes.  These 
people were living disobedient lives that were in blatant 
rebellion to the ways of God’s kingdom.  Similarly, the 
hypocrisy and self-righteousness of the Serious Ones 
was equally offensive to God and contradictory to his 
ways.  The difference between the two groups was not 
their sin, for they both sinned grievously.  The 
difference was that when the call for repentance goes 
out, one group repents and the other does not.  In Jesus’ 
words from verse 32, “For 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.”  According to Jesus, the 
one thing which distinguishes us when it comes to our 
proximity to the kingdom of God is our willingness or 
unwillingness to repent.   
 
I said earlier that repentance, when defined biblically, is 
the changing of one’s mind or purpose.  It’s a genuine 
change of thinking that leads to a noticeable change of 
living.  Simple example.  A man has been a smoker his 
whole life.  He’s been repeatedly told that smoking is 
highly detrimental to his health, essentially that life will 
go far better for him if he stops smoking.  But for 
whatever reason, maybe because he thinks he will be the 
exception to the rule, he refuses to believe it and keeps 

lighting up.  He hears the message, but refuses to 
repent.  But then one day he has a massive heart attack.  
He survives, but just barely.  After a triple bypass, his 
cardiologist sits him down and tells him straight out 
that if he doesn’t quit smoking he’ll be dead in a few 
years.  Because of what he has just gone through, this 
time he listens.  And not just listens, but believes the 
message.  He changes his thinking, and his change in 
thinking leads to a change of living.  He never smokes 
again. 
 
That’s true repentance.  And it happens at a more 
profound level when a person comes to realize that a life 
trusting and following Jesus is infinitely better than a 
life rejecting and running away from Jesus.  
Philosopher Dallas Willard says,  “Repentance is not 
beating your head on the floor or feeling bad about your 
sins — it’s rethinking your thinking so as to change the 
way you’ve been acting.”  Writer Mike Breen defines 
repentance this way: “A change of heart that shows up 
in a lifestyle or behavior change.”  Pastor Tim Keller 
adds this insight: “In the gospel the purpose of 
repentance is to repeatedly tap into the joy of our union 
with Christ in order to weaken our need to do anything 
contrary to God's heart.”  I like that, because it puts 
repentance in the positive light it deserves.  The 
invitation you receive from Christ is so appealing that 
whatever it was which captivated you before no longer 
captivates.    
 
Mark 1:15 records the very first words Jesus spoke after 
he launched his public ministry: “The time is fulfilled, 
and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and 
believe in the good news.”  I’ve highlighted this verse 
so many times over the years that I suspect some of you 
could easily take it from here preach this part of the 
sermon.  This is an announcement.  The word “time” is 
the Greek word “kairos”.   It doesn’t mean time in the 
sense of minutes, days and years.  The Greeks had 
another word for that sort of time, the word, “chronos”.  
Kairos is different.  For one, it can’t be measured.  
Kairos, rather, is time that is pregnant, pregnant with 
opportunity, pregnant with God’s movement.  
Sometimes people speak of “God moments”.  Of course, 
God is present in all times and places, but there are 
certain times, and sometimes certain places, where 
eternity breaks into the ordinary, where heaven invades 
earth.  That’s kairos.   
 
The coming of Christ into the world was, of course, the 
ultimate kairos.  The kingdom of heaven literally was 
invading earth, not to condemn the world, but to save 
it.  And so when John the Baptist came crying out in the 
wilderness a message of repentance, and Jesus followed 
up that same message shortly after, this is what they are 
declaring.  Everything is about to change.  This world 
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is about to be renewed and restored according to God’s 
will.  You’ve been living one way, but God is going to 
make possible a whole other way to live.  So repent.  
Change your mind, and then let God help you change 
your life. 
 
Jesus calls us to both repent and believe.  At first this 
might seem redundant, like he’s saying the same thing 
twice.  But repentance, once again, is a change of 
thinking and generally stresses turning away from the 
old life.  The man recovering in the hospital bed from 
open heart surgery hears the same message from his 
cardiologist he’s been hearing his whole life, but now he 
finally accepts it and realizes his old way of life was 
killing him.  But belief, in the way the Bible speaks 
about belief, stresses action, stresses turning towards a 
new life.  Biblical belief or faith is something we do.  
And so belief is when that same man then goes home 
and takes whatever steps necessary to quit smoking and 
adopt habits that will promote good health.  Again, 
repentance stresses turning away from your old life, 
while belief stresses turning towards a new life. 
 
This is what James meant when he wrote, “So faith by 
itself, if is has no works, is dead.”9  Repentance, if it 
doesn’t lead to a transformed life, is not really true 
repentance.  New thinking must lead to new living.  
Jesus himself talked often about how you can know a 
person by their fruit, by what you see produced in a 
life.10  The way I live my life will ultimately tell you 
what I believe, what I think.   And this is exactly the 
point of Jesus’ parable.  There is no son who is ideal, no 
son who has always honored his father in both word 
and deed.   
 
But there is one son who, even in the midst of his 
dishonor, changes his thinking.  He repents.  And in the 
end he goes and does the will of his father.  He obeys.  
The tax collectors and prostitutes have lived profoundly 
disobedient and destructive lives, completely contrary 
to the will of God.  And yet, when confronted with the 
invitation to live differently, to enter into what Jesus 
calls here “the way of righteousness”, they do so.11  
They humbly change their minds and go into the 
vineyard.  They repent.  While the Serious Ones, 
though they have talked and talked and talked about 
their devotion to God, reveal in the end that it’s only 
talk.  The kingdom of Heaven therefore remains for 
them distant, not because of their sin, but because of 
their unwillingness to repent and believe.    
 

                                                           
9 James 2:17 
10 See Matthew 7:16-20 
11 A perfect example of this is the tax collector named Zacchaeus found in 
Luke 19:1-10. 

All year long we have been focused here on what it 
means to live as Jesus’ apprentice, as his disciple, as one 
who is seeking to live as Jesus would live if he were in 
your shoes.  This parable gets to the essence of such 
discipleship.  We can’t just listen to what Jesus teaches 
us.  We can’t just agree with what Jesus teaches us.  It’s 
not even enough to stand up and promise that we will 
do what Jesus teaches us to do.  We have to obey, to go 
out and actually do what he has told us to do.  It’s why 
nearly every Sunday after we engage with Jesus’ 
teaching, I put before you the same two questions.  
What is Jesus saying to you, or to us?  And what are 
you, what are we, going to do about it in response?  
How are we going to obey?  We have to repent, change 
our thinking, and we have to believe, change our living.  
As the reformer John Calvin once put it, “We learn that 
faith does not consist merely in a person giving 
subscription to the true doctrine, but also includes 
something greater and deeper: the hearer is to deny 
himself and commit his whole life to God.”12 
 
This is not easy.  It is a process of sacrifice, even 
surrender.  As C.S. Lewis put it, “[True repentance] is 
something much harder than merely eating humble pie. 
It means unlearning all the self-conceit and self-will 
that we have been training ourselves into for thousands 
of years. It means killing part of yourself, undergoing a 
kind of death.”13  It’s easy to tell your father that you’ll 
go out into the vineyard to work.  What do words like 
that actually cost you?  Very little.  It’s quite another 
thing, however, a much harder thing, to go out and 
actually do the work.  Do we trust that the sacrifice of 
obedience to Jesus will be worth it?  Do we trust that 
dying to our old lives will eventually bring us into new 
lives that will make us never want to look back? 
 

 

 
Have you noticed that we are as a congregation much 
fewer in number these days?  Anybody have a hard time 
finding parking this morning?  It wasn’t that long ago 
that was a problem.  Not anymore.  Par of that is 
because there are some in our church who are 
understandably still cautious about COVID and so, for 
the time, they are still gathering with us online.  But it’s 
also true that our congregation, even with those online, 
is significantly smaller than it was just a few years ago.  
That’s true, by the way, of almost every other 
congregation I know.  Why is that?   
 
There are lots of reasons, but one of the main reasons is 
that it has been much harder these last few years to stay 

12 Cited by Bruner, 373. 
13 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (Collins, 1952), 56. 
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engaged in the life of the church, and so many have 
given up trying.  Some of that has to do with the 
increase in disdain for Christians and for Christianity in 
our part of the world.  It’s increasingly unpopular to be 
a follower of Jesus.  Also, the division and tribalism so 
prevalent in our society right now has tragically 
infected the wider church.   
 
But another part of it, frankly, has been the hassle of 
things like having to wear a mask, or social distance, or 
worship online, or give up old familiar and comfortable 
routines.  And so there are more than a few people who 
used to be among our number who not only have left 
our congregation, but likely left the church in general.  
And it makes me wonder, if the hassle of masks and 
social distancing drives some people away, imagine 
what would happen to the American church if we had to 
face the sort of hardship and persecution many other 
Christians in other parts of the world have to face every 
day.  How many would be left if staying meant risking 
your freedom, or even risking your life?   
 
I’m not alone in my belief that God has been using the 
hardship of this season to prune the church in our part 
of the world.  Because the reality is that for longer than 
we might like to admit, the church, especially in the 
West, has been full of lots of people who tell the father 
they are willing to go and work in the vineyard, but 
then never go.  Mark Sayers, a leader and pastor in the 
Australian church, has written that the church has been 
full of, “Those who attend but are living out of a dead 
orthodoxy, or a faith that is merely a Christian veneer 
on a thoroughly secular worldview…those who 
consume rather than contribute wholeheartedly to 
God’s mission within the world.”14  If you show up in 
worship every Sunday and your faith is simply a matter 
of words – prayers you pray, songs you sing, creeds you 
recite – but not words that lead to active obedience, 
then when showing up becomes inconvenient, or 
especially if it becomes a hardship or threat, the 
emptiness of your faith will be revealed.   
 
So I for one believe God has been using the challenges 
of these last few years to prune the church, cutting off 
dead branches.  If that sounds harsh, remember that 
Jesus himself said at one point, “[My Father] removes 
every branch in me that bears no fruit.”15  But you 
don’t prune a vine to kill the vine; you prune a vine so 
that it might eventually bear more fruit.  What is at 
first painful ends up productive.  And so in spite of all 
that I’ve just said, I’m actually quite hopeful these days 
when it comes to what I believe God is doing in and 
through the church, and in particular in and through 
this congregation.   

                                                           
14 Mark Sayers, Reappearing Church (Moody, 2019), 165. 
15 John 15:2 

For one, I’m encouraged by those of you who have 
hung in there.  This has not been an easy season.  But 
here you are, continuing day after day, week after week, 
to worship, and give, and serve, and pray, and love.  
And all this during a year, admittedly, when the 
preaching and teaching has not been easy.  Sunday after 
Sunday we have been taking an uncensored look at the 
high cost of discipleship to Jesus.  I’m preached some 
hard messages this year.  Yet you’re still here, even 
eager to hear more.  That encourages me!  And at the 
same time the focus of our leadership has increasingly 
been on how we can become a church whose main goal 
is not consumption and comfort, but sacrifice, 
specifically of building disciples.  We want to be a 
community of people who don’t just listen to Jesus, but 
obey Jesus.   
 
I understand that’s not what some people want.  For 
some, that’s too much Jesus, too much of a good thing 
they would rather keep compartmentalized in one part 
of life.  So that’s why I’m encouraged that you’re still 
here, because I’m assuming that you, like countless 
others before you equally unworthy, prostitutes and tax 
collectors among them, that you along with them have 
changed your way of thinking and are eager to let Jesus 
change your way of living because you don’t know a 
better way in life than the way of righteousness which 
Jesus has opened before us.  Amen? 
 
American psychologist, Gordon Allport, once said, 
“One’s intentions for the future have more power to 
shape his life than the experiences of the past.”16  Each 
of us can point to innumerable ways we have been like 
the son who told his father, straight to his face, that he 
would not obey.  But by the grace of God, it is not our 
past or even present sin that keeps us from the kingdom 
of God, but only our refusal to repent.   
 
The time is fulfilled.  God’s mission to restore and 
redeem all things is in motion.  The kingdom of God is 
indeed near, among us even! This is good news.  Very 
good news.  The best news ever!  So let us repent, by 
God’s grace change the way we think.  And then, by 
God’s grace, let us believe, change the way we live. 
 
Amen.   


 
 
 
 
 
 
 

16 Cited by Myron S. Augsburger, The Communicator’s Commentary: Matthew 
(Word Books, 1982), 248. 
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The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
  
1. Read the passage again from Matthew 21:28-32.  

What do you notice?  What stands out to you? 
 

2. Parables generally make one main point.  What do 
you think is the main point Jesus is making with 
this parable? 
 

3. Jesus says that tax collectors and prostitutes are 
entering the kingdom of God ahead of these 
religious leaders.  Why?  What does he mean?   

 
4. Jesus speaks of “the way of righteousness”.  What is 

this?  How does a person know if he or she is 
following this way? 

 
5. Which son’s story is most like your own story?  

How so?     
 

6. What has repentance looked like in your life?  Is it a 
one time event or an ongoing process?   

 
7. What is Jesus saying to you in this message?  How 

will you respond in obedience?   
 

 
 Table to Table: A Question for kids and 

adults to answer together. 
 

Why do people sometimes say things that they don’t believe or 
promise to do things they don’t do?  How can we avoid this in 

our own life, especially when it comes to following Jesus?   


