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October 16, 2014  Matthew 21:28–32 - The Parable of the Two Sons   

 

28 “But what do you think? A man had two sons. He went to the first and said, ‘Son, go work 

today in my vineyard.’ 29 He answered, ‘I will not,’ but later he changed his mind and went. 30 He 

came to the second and said the same thing. The second son answered, ‘I will go, sir,’ but he did not 

go. 31 Which of the two did the will of his father?” 

They said to him, “The first.” 

Jesus said to them, “Amen I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are entering the 

kingdom of God ahead of you. 32 In fact John came to you in the way of righteousness, but you did 

not believe him, but the tax collectors and the prostitutes believed him. Even when you saw this, you 

did not change your mind and believe him. 

 

Come, Work in My Vineyard 

 

The words of God are powerful.  When He spoke, the universe came into being.  Through His Word He 

creates faith in the heart and soul; enabling us to know and believe in Jesus as our Lord and Savior.   

 

The words of humans are not.  I cannot speak anything into being.  I have to think and deliberate on my 

words in fear that I will say something wrong.  I am careful not to make promises I can’t keep.  I don’t 

want to say one thing from the pulpit and then do another at home.   

 

When someone doesn’t keep his or her word; it sticks in our minds.  When you dad promises you he will 

come to your game but he doesn’t show it; it hurts.  When a spouse promises to be faithful and then is not; 

you don’t forget.  Police officers hear so many lies from the people that they talk to that they eventually 

begin to believe that everything a person says is a lie.  They have a hard time trusting anyone no matter 

what they say or how honest they appear. 

 

So it is in today’s text.  The father asks two sons to work in the vineyard.  The one son is wickedly honest 

when he says, “I won’t.”  The other is wickedly dishonest when he says “I will.”  Both need to repent.   

 

Jesus was speaking this parable against the hard working Jews of his day; the most moral Jews of his day; 

the Pharisees and the teachers of the law.  It wasn’t that they were lazy or they didn’t want to work for God.  

They tried hard to show their devotion to God by what they ate and what they wore and how they 

worshiped.  They had rules upon rules about how to live.  They thought they already were working in the 

vineyard just fine.  They also showed respect to God - just like the son called the father “lord.”  They 

sounded more than willing when they said, “I will, Lord.”   

 

The problem was that they really didn’t want to do what John the Baptist called them to do, to repent of 

their sins, be baptized and believe in Jesus as the Lamb of God who came to take away their sins.   Their 

answer literally was, “I, lord.”  In the Greek the word for “I” is “ego” - where we get the word ego from.  

That was the heart and source of their sin; their own ego got in the way.  They were so full of what they 

were doing and what they said they would do that they didn’t feel the need to be baptized, because baptism 
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was said to be for forgiveness; and they were doing just fine.  Nor did they really need a Messiah because 

they were saved through what they were doing.  They didn’t mind saying how they would serve their 

father, but in reality they only wanted to talk about it rather than do it.   

 

Ego gets in the way of faith.  When Jesus predicted that all of his disciples would desert him prior to his 

crucifixion, it was Peter who boldly claimed that even if all the others deserted him; Peter never would.  He 

who spoke the loudest fell the hardest and denied Jesus three times.  The fact that Peter was so sure he 

would never fall away set him up for failure all the more.  Might we again say that his “ego” got in the 

way? 

 

In my experience as a pastor I’ve seen it happen to more than one person; those who crow the loudest and 

say, “I’d never do” or “I will do” such and such; they end up eating their words.  Why?  Probably because 

they; like the Pharisees; think that they are already doing everything just fine.  They don’t need to go to 

marriage enrichment because they are already the perfect spouse; or at least doing good enough.  They 

don’t need to go to church because they already know all that.  Many feel they don’t need to learn the Bible 

or participate in Bible reading programs because they already had catechism.  It is an arrogance of 

performance and knowledge.  

 

It might also be that they think that just because say they’re going to do it; and maybe even want to do it; 

that they will do it.  I don’t know how many people have vowed to me that they would come back to church 

that Sunday; and maybe they meant it; but just because they want to doesn’t mean they’ll get it done.  How 

many people vow to be faithful to their spouses to death; and they probably have every intention of doing 

it; but making a vow isn’t the same as doing it.  They underestimate their own sinful natures; and think that 

being Christian is all about how much you want it.  They underestimate the fact that Jesus said, “The flesh 

is weak.”  They think they can overcome with sheer willpower.   

 

The Pharisees were willing to do all sorts of things; but ultimately it all pointed back to themselves - to 

show all of their fellow Jews how faithful they really were; but it had nothing to do with what John was 

saying, “Repent, be baptized, and believe in the Christ.”  It had everything to do with boosting up their own 

ego - how good they really were.  And if that is what your religion is all about; why you go to church or 

why you are faithful to your spouse; so everyone looks at how good you are or so you just feel good about 

yourself or prove to yourself how Christian you really are; that is an ego filled motivation.  If you think that 

your relationship with God is just based on how much you want to do the right thing; again; that’s not it.  

That is misleading, for all of us far short of what we should be doing.   

 

There was an ad years ago that had to people fighting over Eggo muffins.  While they both held on tight the 

one said to the other, “Lego my Eggo.”  That’s what the Pharisees needed to do.  Stop talking about “I” and 

what “I’m going to do.”  Lego your ego.   

_____________________ 

 

It’s interesting to see who actually entered the kingdom of God and did the work in the vineyard.  It was 

those who at first were the most defiant.  “I will not.”  They didn’t want to work in the vineyard.  They 
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were representative of the Jewish tax collectors and the prostitutes.  Matthew - one of Jesus’ disciples -  

was a tax collector before Jesus called him into the ministry.  Tax collectors worked under the Roman 

government.  They often times collected much more than they needed to and line their pockets with the 

extra proceeds.  They were despised by their fellow Jews for their greed and also for the fact that they 

worked with the Roman government instead of against it.   Prostitutes sold their bodies sexually for money.  

They too were most despised by their fellow Jews for their blatant disregard for the Sixth Commandment 

and the way they decided to use their bodies for money.  These two groups of people were the most 

despised and blatant violators of the covenant in Jewish society.  They didn’t seem to care what anyone 

thought of them.  Notice how they didn’t call their father “lord” in the parable.  They didn’t want to have a 

“lord” over them telling them what to do.  They defiantly wanted to earn their living in their own way.   

 

But what happened to them?  Later he changed his mind and went.  Think about those who would have 

ended up in prostitution and even in tax collecting.  Tax collecting provided a lot of luxury; but even with 

all of their money they still had the guilt of knowing they were cheating their fellow Jews.  They had the 

guilt of extortion.  Those who seemed to be friends would have only wanted tax breaks and money from 

them.  The prostitutes would have filthy type of men doing all kinds of disgusting things to them on a daily 

basis.  So how did it work for them to defy the will of their father?   

 

What led them to actually know and believe that God even wanted them back?  They listened to John’s call 

to repentance.  They listened to his promise that baptism would wash all their sins away; they believed John 

when he pointed at Jesus and said, “Look, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!”  

They had hope that God hadn’t given up on them.  They had a Messiah who would pay for their sins, who 

even said Himself that He came for sinners; as He showed by eating with them and telling them they were 

forgiven.  They didn’t come with any ego at all.  They didn’t come with any promises or bold words about 

what they were going to do.  They came with failure and desperation for forgiveness for what they had 

done; and John gave them forgiveness and hope in baptism and in the Christ - in what He would do - take 

away the sins of the world   With that wonderful forgiveness, they then went to work in the vineyard; more 

than willing to work for their father and submit to his will.   

 

When you think about what it takes to “be a Christian,” what is it that makes you Christian?  It’s not 

because you do everything right while all those unbelievers out there do everything wrong.  It’s not because 

you want to do the right thing either.  It’s over the fact that you’ve messed up; you take it seriously; and 

you cling all the more to the God who decided to die for your sins and give it to free of charge!  The 

wonderful comfort that we have in God’s call to the kingdom; even as Christians; is in the patience and 

mercy that God has for us in Christ.   

 

The father in the parable still welcomed in those who had prostituted themselves and been willfully defiant.  

He still wanted them to work in the vineyard.  So the first thing we do when we approach God in our 

worship services is to confess our sins and listen to his words of forgiveness.  We don’t telling God what 

we’re going to do right.  We first confess what we’re doing wrong.  We come with continuous sins; failures 

in the way we have parented; how we have behaved as children; how we have been lazy at work; how we 

have let down our loved ones with un-kept promises; and God welcomes us back because Christ died for 



4 

those sins too.   This is what encourages us to keep on living; keep on worshiping; keep on believing.  

 

This is how we continue to live even as we are in the vineyard.  We love being in the vineyard.  The 

baptismal font reminds us how God brought us into His family in the first place; that we were bathed in His 

blood and righteousness so we would look holy in His sight.  The Lord’s Supper gives us His body and 

blood for the same forgiveness.  A wonderful part of being in the vineyard is getting to eat of His fruit of 

love, mercy and forgiveness; which is for sinners who know they need it.   

 

The Pharisees were not willing to submit to such a thing; to confess they were sinners who needed this 

Messiah to die for them.  They were too full of themselves.  Even when the tax collectors and prostitutes 

were going to be baptized and streaming to the Jordan to listen to John’s message; the Pharisees and 

teachers of the law would not.  I hope and pray that we are not like them.  This is not about who is giving 

the most money or being the best husband or wife.  It’s about what Jesus gives to us - His free and full 

forgiveness.   

 

Come, work in the vineyard.  Working in a vineyard is better than working as a prostitute or a tax collector.  

Yet working in the vineyard is not always easy work.  God calls on us to do some dirty things from time to 

time; some difficult things; like letting go of your ego; not demanding to have your rights; not calling the 

shots.  There are thorns in the vineyard.  Jesus warned that His children will be stalked by Satan; enemies 

of the world; at war within themselves even in the vineyard.  Think of how John called people to Christ; not 

by promising them riches and fame and telling them how great they could be; but by calling them sinners 

who needed to be bathed in the cleansing waters of baptism; who needed Jesus to die for them in order for 

them to be forgiven.  Jesus said that we need to take up our crosses and follow him; the cross of knowing 

and confessing who we are and what we’ve done; but also the comfort of knowing what He has done on the 

cross for us.  He calls on us to live in hope of the reward that Christ won for us through what He has done 

for us on the cross.   

 

A part of us doesn’t want it; we too have said, “I don’t want to.”  We might want what we think is an 

easier lifestyle or a more fun lifestyle, and some of us have suffered by going down that pathway.  Some of 

us have lived the life of the rebel in the past and still struggle against it yet today.  Yet there are other times 

where we have been sure of ourselves and boldly said, “I will sir.” With the greatest of intentions we have 

fallen far short or our own expectations; not to mention God’s.  Regardless of who you are or how you’ve 

failed; if you’ve been full of rebellion or pride, the call remains the same to the Pharisee, tax collector and 

prostitute - for our God remains the same.  “Come and work in my vineyard.”  Stop demanding to do it 

your way.  Let go of your ego.  Listen to John.  Repent of your sins.  Cling to Christ, and come.  Amen.   


