 Sermon for the 18th Sunday after Pentecost. September 27
Matthew 21:23-32

Grace and Peace to you from God our Creator and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.   Amen

Our country, and our world are in a time of rising tension.  We have a polarizing political climate, wars causing loss of human life and massive destruction, natural disasters, and drought.  Today’s scripture reading is also tense.  The book of Matthew has been building as we hear about teachings and healings, confrontations with religious leaders and Jesus’ foretelling of his own death.  This story of Jesus preaching and teaching in the Temple is where the tension comes to a head.  The conflict centers on authority.  The chief priests and elders wanted to know by whose authority Jesus could teach and preach.  Jesus answered them with a question.  

Before we delve deeper into the question of authority let’s take a look at just where we are in Jesus’ story.  This reading takes place after Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday.  He rode in on the back of a donkey, as prophesied, welcomed by palm waving crowds calling him the “Son of David.”  Jesus then went on to turn over the tables of the money changers inside the Temple walls and healed people while there.  Needless to say, I think Jesus ruffled a few feathers.  And to add more gasoline to the fire, this all happed during Passover when people were crowding into Jerusalem and the Roman soldiers were on alert.

Jesus’ return to the Temple to preach and teach only further raised the tensions between Jesus and the religious leaders.  The religious leaders felt threatened by Jesus’ miraculous powers, by the crowds that were enthralled with his teachings, and the courage that he had in confronting the institutions of power.  They were trying to keep their religion growing under extremely difficult times.  The Romans had overrun their country with vastly superior military forces.  The chief priests and the elders had worked out a deal with the Roman authorities that allowed them to keep the temple open.  And they were afraid of what might happen if this radical Jesus stirred up some kind of rebellion.  It only makes sense then, that they would ask questions.  Wouldn’t we do the same thing.  If a stranger walked into our community preaching and teaching about things that were unfamiliar to us how would we react.  Can we trust this person?  Can they trust Jesus?

So they asked the question, “By what authority are you doing these things and who gave you that authority?”  Whatever answer they were hoping for they didn’t get it.  Jesus answered, “I will also ask you a question; if you tell me the answer, then I will also tell you by whose authority I do these things.  Here Jesus takes us way back, to even before his ministry began, to the work of John the Baptist.  Jesus asks, “Did the baptism of John come from heaven or was it of human origin?”  Now the religious leaders were stuck between a rock and a hard place.  They argued trying to figure out the best way to answer this.  If they say “from heaven” they will look like fools for not following John, and they can’t hardly say from human authority or they might have a riot on their hands as John was still popular with the people.  So they simply said they did not know.  Since they did not answer Jesus didn’t either – he went on to share a parable.

With this parable Jesus only continues to raise the tensions between himself and the religious leaders.  Two sons, asked to go work in the vineyard.  The first says no, but changes his mind and goes later.  The second son says yes, but does not go.  Jesus then asks the religious leaders, “which did the will of his father?”  They answered with “the first.”  Jesus replies by telling them that the prostitutes and tax collectors will enter heaven before them because they believed in the message from John the Baptist, and you did not.  

I know this passage and many others in the book of Matthew question the judgement of the religious leaders and their failure to recognize Jesus as the Messiah.  This has led to centuries of tension between Christians and Jews.  The questions the religious leaders asked came out of their own security they felt for their own authority.  They were, after all, the leaders in the community.  The chief priests were  part of a spiritual lineage.  And the scribes were the most learned theologians in Jewish society.  These elders had years of experience and the utmost respect of the people.  But the leaders were unable to recognize Jesus’ authority because it was something altogether different.  Jesus’ authority came from sinners and prostitutes, the little children, and the outcasts.  The elders could not recognize Jesus’ life of service as authority.  Would we? 

So then, what is the “Good News” from this reading?  The good news of this text is that it is never too late to change your mind.  Even though God never turns away from us, there are things in our life that keep us from God.  We may just be rebelling against things we have learned and loved as we try to find ourselves in the midst of life.  We might just have an I don’t care attitude, or God may be forgotten in the busyness of life.  As Lutherans, we talk a lot about grace.  We know that we cannot earn our way into God’s favor.  But sometimes we fall into the trap of the second son.  We say all the right things.  We show up to church and recite the creed, we claim our faith, but we don’t want to do the actual work needed in the vineyard.  There are times all of us find ourselves there. And if that is where you are go ahead and change your mind and remember God is there, is here.  Whatever it is that we find keeping us from God let us remember that the vineyard is always open.  Through God’s grace the Holy Spirit is with us, nudging us toward the vineyard rather than away.  We can trust that Jesus’ authority was revealed for us on the cross when he poured out his love for all in this broken world.  That same authority has claimed us as beloved children of God, an unconditional love that doesn’t need to be earned.  It is freely given.

In that love we are invited into the messiness of the world, to be the eyes and ears and the hands and feet of Jesus.  To love and care for our neighbors, to feed the hungry, minister to the sick, and embody grace.  May we find the humility to change our minds, and joy when we work with each other in the vineyard.


