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Pentecost 17A – Matt. 21: 23-32 

 Lately, Jesus has been stirred up.  He has just made his triumphal entry into Jerusalem at 

the beginning of the 21
st
 chapter of Matthew.  Once inside Jerusalem he cleanses the temple by 

overturning tables.  He then proceeds to curse a fig tree.  He is stirred up…..Jesus has just 

entered into the city where he knows he will die a terrible death so perhaps we can allow him the 

emotion to be stirred up…..the emotion that is wrapped up in his most recent activities.  And it 

isn’t as if Jesus was throwing some sort of temper tantrum just because he was stressed out.  

Jesus was stirred up for a reason…..and as always, there is much to be learned from the things he 

says and does.            

 And today we meet Jesus in the temple once again, only this time he isn’t throwing tables 

around, he is teaching.  As he was teaching he was approached by the chief priests and elders 

who, of course, had a trap that they were going to spring on him.  You see, the chief priests and 

the elders loved power…..they were very proud of the power they wielded over the people when 

it came to their religious lives.  Because they loved power, they were very much focused on 

authority, and it is in this light that they approach Jesus to find out who gave him the authority to 

say the things he was saying in his teachings.         

 But, Jesus was well aware of their treachery and, of course, he turned the tables on the 

chief priests and the elders once again.  He did this by refusing to directly answer their question.  

He wanted to take the chief priest’s and elders’ attention away from power and authority and 

instead help them to focus on what was really important.  And since Jesus was in teaching mode, 

he told the parable of the two sons.          

 On the surface this parable tells us of a ‘good’ son and a ‘bad’ son.  The good son 

eventually did go and work in his father’s vineyard, but the bad son did not.  The bad son said 
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‘yes’, but then didn’t walk his talk.  Isn’t it frustrating when someone says they are going to do 

something and then they don’t end up doing it?  How many hours of frustration have been 

endured all because someone didn’t do what they said they were going to?    

 I can clearly remember as a child waiting excitedly to go fishing with my uncle one 

morning.  The night before he said he was going to take me to the lakeshore where we were 

going to catch as many sunfish as we could eat.  That sounded very good to me, so the next 

morning I had all my fishing stuff reading but there was no sign of my uncle.  I waited and 

waited out in the driveway watching the house next door for my uncle to emerge.  I heard a door 

close behind me and turned to see my dad coming out to talk to me.  He informed me that my 

uncle had too much to drink the night before and that he wasn’t going to be able to take me 

fishing that day.  I can recall feeling a mixture of hurt, anger and frustration that morning.  

 I know for a fact that all of us here today have experienced hurt, anger and frustration all 

because someone has failed to live up to a promise.  And if we are honest, many of us have also 

been the cause of hurt, anger and frustration because we too have forgotten an appointment, we 

have forgotten to make a phone call or failed to do something we said we would do.  Most of the 

time these things happen by accident but it doesn’t lessen the frustration that other people feel 

when it happens.            

 On the surface, this parable can be deceptively simple.  We might think of the ‘good’ son 

and how he did the work for his father in the vineyard.  We might think that Jesus’ message is all 

about doing the will of God…..that doing things in the name of the kingdom is more important 

than displays of power and authority and certainly is better than promising to do something and 

then not doing it.  This is shown when Jesus tells the chief priests and the scribes that, “the tax 

collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of you.”  Ouch!  If words 
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could slaps faces, these ones would be them.  We can imagine the outrage and shock that the 

chief priests and the scribes must have felt at these words.       

 The message of this parable to be like the ‘good’ son by doing the work in God’s 

vineyard is certainly a part of Jesus’ teaching here.  I mean there are just so many opportunities 

for us to become involved in God’s vineyard.  We live in world where the beauty of God’s hand 

is all around us in both the wonder of creation and the wonderful things that people do to help 

others.  But as nice as these things are it is hard to ignore the fact that we live in a world that is 

not perfect.  Many people from our own communities to every corner of the world are in need 

and sometimes it all seems so overwhelming.  So Jesus reminds us today that it is far more 

important to do work in his vineyard that it is to talk about it.  Remember the old song…..they 

will know we are Christians by our love?  Saying ‘yes’ is a start, but it is more important to 

perform acts of love in order to show who you follow.       

 But I need to ask at this point…..how good does it feel to be like the ‘good’ son?  Do you 

feel safe and secure knowing that you are pleasing God by listening to the teachings of his Son?  

Do you feel comfortable knowing that you are not like the ‘bad’ son…..the one who promised to 

work in the vineyard but never followed through with it?  What happens when we fail to do the 

work in the vineyard?  What happens to us when we get caught up in the busy-ness of life and 

we neglect the work of the kingdom for other things?  What happens when we fail to live up to 

our baptismal promises?  Do we become ‘bad’ sons in the eyes of God?  Do we then get viewed 

in the same way as the chief priests and the elders?  Something to think about isn’t it?   

 If we are honest, there are times when all of us fail to live up to our promises to God.  We 

are all imperfect people…..we are all saint and sinner at the same time so we cannot be perfect 

no matter how hard we try to be.  But allow me to shift our focus just a bit.  There is no ‘good’ 
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son and there is no ‘bad’ son.  There are just two sons…..two people who are like you and I, 

sometimes making the right decision and sometimes making the wrong decision.  The son who 

we labelled as ‘good’ actually said no at first.  Yes it is good that he changed his mind and 

eventually did the right thing, but a truly ‘good’ person wouldn’t have said no in the first place.   

 Jesus is inviting all of us today to not worry about the categories of ‘good’ and ‘bad.’  He 

is inviting us to not worry about and stress over the mistakes of our past.  Jesus is opening up for 

us a future…..a future where we can rest in the freedom that his grace gives us…..a future where 

we are allowed to repent and change our minds after having first said ‘no.’  Jesus’ problem was 

with the Pharisees who didn’t think that they needed a change of heart; that they were just fine 

the way they were; that they were perfectly religious…..they were the ‘good’ sons.   

 The chief priests and elders do not accept Jesus’ invitation. They have too much at stake 

in the past…..it has created for them their identity and they have become dependent on that 

identity. And, in so doing, they refuse to trade that past for an open future.  But those who are 

down and out, those who discover that the identity created by their past does not define 

them…..those like the “tax collectors and prostitutes”  and all the rest of us who have made poor 

decisions in our lives, grab hold of Jesus’ promise with both hands.      

 It may be difficult to let go of the past and walk into the promise of the future.  It may be hard to 

leave those mistakes of the past in the past, but let us remember something.  Jesus is always inviting us 

into a new relationship with him.  He doesn’t see ‘good’ people and ‘bad’ people he only sees his 

precious children and he beckons each one of us into a new future with him, and yes, that includes those 

moments when we first say ‘no’, or ‘not yet’ but then change our minds to make the right decision.  This 

is the kind of Savior that we have…..he certainly isn’t a ‘bad’ son…..he isn’t even a ‘good’ son…..he is 

the perfect Son…..the only Son of the Father…..come, take his hand and let him lead you into the 

vineyard.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.   
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