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St Michael and All Angels, Weltevreden Park

Sermon: Dave Osburn
   




7: 30 am / 25 September 2005

THE PARABLE OF THE TWO SONS
{Matthew 21:28-32}

May the words of my mouth and the meditation of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O lord, our strength and redeemer.
 Amen.

Have you heard about Hymie?  He had been getting more and more irritated with the Rabbi. Everytime someone asked the Rabbi a question he would answer with another question. Eventually Hymie decided to have it out with the Rabbi, so he made an appointment to see him. “Rabbi,” He said. “How come everytime someone asks you a question you answer with another question?” The Rabbi, who was a very wise man, thought for a while and then answered, “So why can’t a Rabbi answer a question with another question?”

Of course, that’s exactly what Jesus did in the passage leading up to today’s gospel reading ~ he answered a question with another question.

But let’s go back a bit and see what led up to Jesus’ question. You will remember that Jesus entered Jerusalem in triumph riding on a donkey. He went into the Temple and drove out the money changers. The blind and the crippled came to him to be healed. The children in the temple shouted out “Praise to David’s Son!” As you can imagine this did not please the Pharisees. Later when he returned to the temple the temple priests challenged him and asked him, “By what right do you do these things?” “Who gave you this right?”.

This is where Jesus throws in his question. He says “I will tell you what right I have to do these things if you can tell me where John the Baptist’s right to baptise came from? Was it from God or from man?”

This puts the temple priests in a catch 22 position. If they say “from God” Jesus will ask why then did they not believe and accept John. If they say “from man” then they will be in trouble with the people who are convinced that John is a prophet.

So they cop out and say they do not know and Jesus answers by saying that he will not answer by what right he does all these things.

Instead he tells the parable of the two sons.

Those two boys! Two real charmers! 

The first Son refuses outright, the second Son says sure Dad, no problem. But what happens next. The first son who had initially refused, changed his mind and went to work. The second Son, who had been very quick to say yes, simply did nothing.

I’ve met some of those boys and so have you.

As some of you may know I am the headmaster of a school and believe me, I see those two boys all the time. I see them in the children, I see them in the teachers, I see them in the parents, and even though I don’t like to admit it I see them in me,

The second Son I see more frequently. He is the Son with good intentions. He is the Son who intends to have the homework done or the project finished on time, but it simply doesn’t happen. The first Son is the teacher who complains when asked to perform some extra duty but does it in any case.

I also see them outside school. What about the motor car mechanic who promises to have the car repaired by the end of the day, but by the end of the day the car hasn’t been touched.  Or the plumber who says it’s impossible to come out today (you should have given him a week’s warning that your geyser was going to burst), but comes out anyway.

Do you recognise the boys? 

Jesus asks the question, “Which one of the Sons did the will of the father?” It’s all a question of obedience. Which Son obeyed the father? Obedience is a word we tend to shy away from. Especially today, we see obedience as associated with something very dictatorial and authoritarian. We associate obedience with punishment. But is this as God sees obedience?

Over the last couple of weeks we have had readings from Exodus all around the events of God giving us the 10 commandments. We tend to regard the 10 commandments as highly dictatorial with dire consequences for anyone disobeying them. Well, we are only half right. It is correct that the consequences for disobeying the 10 commandments are severe but if we examine the commandments themselves they are really simply basic rules for keeping a community together. For example stealing and murder destroy communities. And as we go through them we can see that they are simple but effective rules. However the consequences for breaking them can have repercussions for generations to come, for example breaking the commandment on adultery affects negatively a great many people. So, yes God does demand obedience, but it is an obedience that is not dictatorial in nature but for the good of all God’s people.

Have you noticed that in the parable Jesus did not mention the perfect Son? He spoke only of two imperfect Sons. The perfect Son would have obeyed the father and not only agreed to do the work but would have done it willingly. This can be of comfort to us. God does not expect us to be perfect, but he does expect us to be obedient to his will, even if it is eventually.

Those two boys! The sad truth is that sometimes they’re both me! And maybe sometimes they’re both you!

In the parable Jesus equates the first Son with tax collectors, prostitutes and known sinners, and the second Son with the Pharisees and the Scribes. The first Son initially says NO but later regrets this, repents and does the work. The second Son says YES , but then doesn’t do the work. For him talk is cheap but there is little or no action.

“So what do you think?” asks Jesus, “who did the Fathers will?” I’m sure we will all answer the first Son because he eventually did the Fathers will.  

We don’t want to identify with the second Son, but there are times when, like it or not, we do:-

· When I know that I’m right and you’re wrong.

· When it has to be my way and my rules.

· When I won’t budge from my own position.

· When I only look out for myself.

· When I seek to succeed at the expense of others.

· When hurtful things are said and not retracted.

· When I do what I want instead of what God wants.

· When I promise to do things but somehow never get around to it.

· When I deliberately mislead people ~ the cheque is in the mail.

Jesus sums it up for us at the end of the parable. He links the parable to the Kingdom of God. He says that even tax collectors and prostitutes (or the first son) would make it into the Kingdom of God ahead of the Scribes and the Pharisees (the second Son). The Pharisees were stubborn but the sinners were open and teachable.

Jesus also links it back to his original question about John the Baptist. He says John came to show the right path to take, but the Pharisees would not believe him, but the sinners did believe him and repented. 

It is also interesting to note that God is not interested in our status in life. Just as he was not concerned that the people in the reading were the temple priests, He is not interested so much in whether we are a doctor or a lawyer or a politician or a headmaster, but in whether we are able or willing to repent of our wrong ways and obey God’s way. This is the key to the Kingdom.

Our challenge today.


Which Son are we? The repentant son or the hypocritical son or perhaps are we striving to be the perfect son?

Amen

