
Matthew 21:23-32 

23 When he entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people came to him as 

he was teaching, and said, “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you 

this authority?” 24 Jesus said to them, “I will also ask you one question; if you tell me the 

answer, then I will also tell you by what authority I do these things. 25 Did the baptism of John 

come from heaven, or was it of human origin?” And they argued with one another, “If we say, 

‘From heaven,’ he will say to us, ‘Why then did you not believe him?’ 26 But if we say, ‘Of human 

origin,’ we are afraid of the crowd; for all regard John as 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 am doing 

these things. 

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. 

 

One of the great things about the teachings of Jesus is that they are very easy to ignore. 

What I mean by that is because Jesus taught indirectly, often through example and through 

parables. If his teachings are challenging to us and make us uncomfortable, we can simply 

reinterpret them into something that we like, something that makes us more comfortable. 

For example, probably the most famous of Jesus’ parables, the parable of the prodigal son, 

contains a very, very challenging lesson to our way of life. In that ,  see an example of extreme 

grace and forgiveness and unconditional love. On top of that, the character in the story who 

does everything right, who does everything by the book, is not celebrated. In fact, he may even 

be the bad guy. Instead, the character does everything wrong and makes all the mistakes is the 

one that is highlighted and celebrated and has a party thrown in his honor. 

Now that does not fit with the way that I live my life and my standard of what is right and what 

is wrong and who deserves and who doesn't, so that is a very challenging parable to me and I 

think most of us. So we need to reinterpret it. If we look carefully at the text, we see that the 

younger son, the prodigal son, all of his problems began when he was in a foreign land. 

Therefore, the lesson of the text is not to live a life full of grace in mercy. The lesson of the text 

is “build that wall.” 

Now, I can't hear anyone laughing, but I'm being sarcastic, facetious. That's not the lesson of 

the text, in fact that's not the lesson of any biblical text. But it remains that the parables are 



very challenging to our way of life. Many of them have a theme of the outsider being 

celebrated in the insider being left out. 

In the parable that precedes the text we just read, the parable of the workers in the vineyard, 

you have people who work all day and you have people who work an hour. The people that 

work in hour get paid the same amount of money as the people who work all day. Again, the 

outsider is celebrated and the insider is kind of pushed to the side. Again, in the parable of the 

great banquet, the elite, the privileged, the upper-crust people are too busy and important to 

come to dinner so they're disinvited and the poor and those on the street those who have 

nothing become honored guests at dinner. Again, the outsider is the one that is highlighted and 

the insider is the one that is pushed to the side. 

It is very hard for insiders to have the perspective of outsiders, to value outsiders, particularly in 

religious circles. Our parable today we’re talking about has a similar theme. 

I know that insiders in religious circles have a hard time accepting and valuing outsiders 

because I speak from experience. Most of you know that I did not grow up in church. I got the 

opportunity several years ago to speak at my youth minister's 20th anniversary celebration, his 

20th anniversary at my home church. At that service, I shared a lot of things about why I loved 

him. 

I made some jokes at his expense. It was day of celebrating him and I did that. But in the 

sermon and worship that day, I talked about the risk that he took on inviting me, an outsider, 

into church. At the time he invited me to church, I was a teenager and my parents were going 

through the messiest part of their divorce. I was already kind of a bad kid to begin with, so 

when I first came to church I did all the bad behaviors that bad kids did. I said all the bad words 

that bad kids say, and I brought those behaviors into church. 

I have to assume that many youth parents at the time were not happy that I was there. It only 

takes a handful of angry youth parents to leave a church or to complain to a senior pastor to get 

a youth minister fired. I assumed all these things were true. I didn't know this, but I said this at 

his 20th anniversary celebration. After the service, a person came up to me and he shook my 

hand, thanked me for the sermon, and he said that I was right. He was a youth parent when I 

first started coming to the church and he said, “You're right, Danny, I was very concerned and 

upset that you were here, and I called your youth minister once a week to complain.” So I 

paused, I thanked him for his honesty, and I said, “But you just saw me preach a sermon in that 

very same church. So would you say that the risk was worth it?” 

I'll never forget his response, and this is a direct quote: he said, “Eh…” 

So, again, it is very hard for insiders, particularly in churches, to value outsiders. We see that in 

our text today. The material is arranged kind of weird and it's done that way intentionally. The 

story begins with Jesus being confronted by some insiders, some elders and chief priests, 

teachers of the law. He defuses the conflict peacefully as he often does. He tells a weird 



parable. At the end of the text today he highlights a tax collector and prostitute, the tax 

collectors and prostitutes. So the story begins with insiders, teachers of the law, and ends by 

celebrating the outsiders, tax collectors and prostitutes. 

So, in our church, who is more welcome and who is valued, the insider or the outsider? I think 

the answer is sometimes painfully obvious and I don't know how to fix that problem. There's no 

easy one-fix solution. Certainly, spending time with outsiders is a way to gain perspective. But 

even further, sometimes the content of our worship can give us perspective: what we sing 

about, what we celebrate, what we preach about. 

In a moment, Anna is going to lead us in a song we're not going to sing (it's a new tune). We're 

going to listen. This is a song that highlights the parables of Jesus and celebrates the 

perspective of the outsider. There are more verses to the song that we're not including this 

morning. I encourage you to Google it and look it up. It's great. 

Sometimes the content of our worship can inform our perspective on valuing the outsider. 

What is the world like when God's will is done? 

Mustard seeds grow more than we can conceive: 

roots thread the soil; branches reach for the sun. 

This is how God moves us each to believe. 

What is the world like when God's will is done? 

Witness the wandering child coming home; 

watch as the parent breaks into a run. 

This is how God longs for us when we roam. 

What is the world like when God's will is done? 

No more is neighbor just ally or friend; 

peace thrives inn places where once there was none. 

This is how God works when rivalries end. 

What is the world like when God's will is done? 

Ready for feasting, we watch through the night, 

tending our lamps till the new day's begun. 

This is how God readies us for the light. 

These are the stories that Jesus imparts, 

filled with the Spirit who joins us as one. 

Born through our voices, our hands, and our hearts, 

this is a new world where God's will is done. 

 


