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Which Son are You?
Matthew 21:23-32

23 And when he entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people came up to
him as he was teaching, and said, “By what authority are you doing these things, and who
gave you this authority?” 24 Jesus answered them, “I also will ask you one question, and if
you tell me the answer, then I also will tell you by what authority I do these things. 25 The
baptism of John, from where did it come? From heaven or from man?” And they discussed
it among themselves, saying, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say to us, ‘Why then did you
not believe him?’ 26 But if we say, ‘From man,’ we are afraid of the crowd, for they all hold
that John was a prophet.” 27 So they answered Jesus, “We do not know.” And he said to
them, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things. 

28 “What do you think? A man had two sons. And he went to the first and said, ‘Son,
go and work in the vineyard today.’ 29 And he answered, ‘I will not,’ but afterward he
changed his mind and went. 30 And he went to the other son and said the same. And he
answered, ‘I go, sir,’ but did not go. 31 Which of the two did the will of his father?” They said,
“The first.” Jesus said to them, “Truly, I say to you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes go
into the kingdom of God before 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
when you saw it, you did not afterward change your minds and believe him.”

In today’s Gospel, Jesus talks about two sons who reacted differently to the
command of their father.  Both are told to go and work in the vineyard.  The first son, in
defiance, says “no,” he’s not going to do it.  But, later, love gets the better of him, and out
of remorse and regret for how he treated his father, he goes and does what he was asked
to do.  The other son says “yes” right away, but he has no intention of actually doing the
task and goes off, failing to honor his promise.

In telling this parable, Jesus is teaching that there are two paths – two ways that we
may live in this life – the way that loves and honors God and the way that rebels and
rejects Him.

Psalm 1 lays these two paths out pretty clearly.  Of the one it says: “Blessed is the
man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the way of sinners, nor sits
in the seat of scoffers; but his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates
day and night.”  Of the other path it says: “The wicked . . . are like chaff that the wind drives
away.  Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the congregation
of the righteous.”
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It’s a fitting analogy – that the ungodly are like chaff driven away by the wind.  This
is the son who tells his father that he’ll do the work but doesn’t.  His heart isn’t right.  He
has no love for his father and is ruled instead by his flesh, which wanders here and there
almost on a whim, wherever his sinful inclinations happen to lead him.  The first son, while
unhappy with the request, regrets his initial reaction and his love for his father eventually
wins the day.  He’s not driven off like chaff in the wind, rather, his heart, out of love and
respect for his father, is inclined to reject the wrong path and follow the right one.

With this parable, then, Jesus is pointing out that there are two very different hearts
in these two sons, just as there are two very different hearts in those who listen to His
preaching.  That difference comes to light when He says to the scribes and chief priests:
“Truly, I say to you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes go into the kingdom of God before
you.”  Hard words, but they make a profound point.  Prostitutes and tax collectors, feeling
sadness because of their sin, come to know the Father's love, while those who pride
themselves in their religiosity and self-justification do not.

Experiencing the Father's love in the midst of unfaithfulness, sinners come to see
what true love is and they’re overwhelmed with love, compassion, and respect for the
Father.  These are represented by the first son.  The second son, representing the
religious leaders, feels no need for his father's love; he thinks he’s fine just the way he is. 
Two different hearts; two different reactions to the teaching of Christ.

Now, all this ought to give us pause – pause to consider which of these two sons
most represents us.  Are you like the first son, whose love and gratitude toward his father
were lacking at first, but who became remorseful?  Do you repent of your sins and seek
forgiveness?  Or are you like the second son, going through the motions, making a
pretense of obedience, but, in the end, you follow a path of rebellion and rejection?  Do
your lips speak of love for God, but your actions demonstrate that you have no intention
of loving Him – or others, for that matter – more than yourself?

Sometimes it’s hard to tell which son you may be, because we, in our sinfulness,
find it difficult to stay on the right path.  Neither of the sons in our text reacted with the kind
of obedient submission they should have.  I mean, the first son obeyed his father
eventually, but there was that initial resistance, wasn’t there.

In any case, it all comes down to the path that Jesus walked.  He, the Author and
Perfecter of our faith, knows that we could never stay on the right path by ourselves; as
long as we’re in this world, as long as we live in this sinful flesh, as long as there’s a devil
to torment us, there’s that constant draw pulling on us like gravity, trying to get us off the
right path.  Since we are in constant need of forgiveness for the rebellion that remains in
us – in our hearts – Jesus, obeying the command of His Father, went into the vineyard,
that is, this world, and labored, suffering and dying for our sins, and gained for His Father
an abundant harvest of souls.  His love for His Father is perfect and spills over into a love
for that which His Father loves.  His Father loves you and so the Son loves you and gave
His life in service to His Father and to you, saving you, of course, but also teaching you
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what true love is.  Like the father of the prodigal, He’s waiting to embrace you when you
come to Him, and, like the father in this parable, He has patience with you, encouraging
you to be steadfast in the faith and to receive the forgiveness He so readily offers.

Beloved, Jesus Christ died on the cross to set you free from sin.  This is most
certainly true.  But He also died and rose again to show you what mercy, truth, love, and
devotion is all about.  Because of His devotion, because of His faithfulness, you are God’s
child and His love for you, despite your failings, endures forever.  In the name of the Father
and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
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