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Sermon: “Ready, Set, Go!”
Scripture Reading Matthew 21:23-32

When he [Jesus] 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?" 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.  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?' But if we say, 'Of human origin,' we are afraid of the crowd; for all regard John as a prophet." 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.  

The Parable of the Two Sons

"What do you think? A man had two sons; he went to the first and said, 'Son, go and work in the vineyard today.'  He answered, 'I will not'; but later he changed his mind and went.  The father went to the second and said the same; and he answered, 'I go, sir'; but he did not go.  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.  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.  

Introduction: Talk about how ministry is like a race. Apostle Paul is the one who first thought it up. In his first letter to the church at Corinth, he wrote about how:

“Athletes exercise self-control in all things,” that they do it to receive a “perishable wreath,” but that we run the race in this way so that we might receive an “imperishable” one.” 

Then he added a bit of personal information, saying: “So I do not run aimlessly, nor do I box as though beating the air.” 

The author of the letter to the Hebrews developed Paul’s metaphor further by adding:

“Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith.” 

The idea has now been expanded even more: to include specific track and field events like “sprinting” and “running a marathon.” 
“Sprinting” would include anything we do in ministry that requires a lot of work in a very short time, like all the special things we do during Advent, Christmas, Lent, Easter. “Running a marathon” would include all that we the church do on a daily basis—office work, preparing the bulletin and newsletters, our “ordinary” Sundays—anything we do that is on-going. 
The important thing, according to Jesus, is that we do something—that we not be like those chief priests and elders who were “all talk.”  

Let’s take a closer look…
If there had been an inquiry into Jesus’ death, 
this parable of the two sons 
would have been presented 
as one of the things 
that got him killed. 
According to writer Matthew, 
Jesus told it during the last week of his life
—not too long after he created that uproar
by riding a donkey into town


with a king’s cloak over his shoulders. 
Right after that,

 he had driven the moneychangers out of the temple 
and cursed a fig tree 
for failing to bear fruit. 
Conflict was definitely in the air.

When today’s passage opens, 
Jesus had gone back to the temple 
and begun to teach
—which is where the chief priests and elders
have cornered him. 
They want to know 
who had given him the authority 
to do all those things he was doing: 
“Just who did he think he was?!”   
Well, true to character, Jesus did as he often did— 
instead of answering a question directly,

he asked a question in return

this time, saying
 “what do you think?”
And then he told them a parable.  

The New Revised Standard Version of the Bible 
entitles it 
“The Parable of Two Sons.”  
At first, 

we might think that Jesus is going to tell the parable that we know so well: 
The “Parable of the Prodigal Son.”
But this is not that one.

It’s a different one

--also about two sons 
--most likely a bit younger than the other pair of brothers.

The Greek text indicates 
that the parable is about two sons who are still children, 
old enough to work in the family vineyard 
but still learning how to relate with their  father.

The story begins with the father asking each of them 
to go work in the vineyard. 
The first son refused
--but later changed his mind 
and did what his father asked. 

The second son said that he would go
—but didn’t.  
It’s a pretty short story.

At the end of it,

Jesus asked a question to the chief priest and elders: 
“Which brother did the will of his father?”

Well, it didn’t take them long 
to come up with their answer
—because it was right there in the question: 
“Which brother did the will of his father?” 

This isn’t the part that upset the religious leaders, though.

It was what Jesus said next:

"Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of you. 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.”

With a little imagination, 
we can see the chief priests and elders about to burst: 
Fists clenched, faces growing red with anger. 
“No one can talk to us like this and get away with it! 
Who on earth does he think he is?”

Here they were--doing what they had always done!

—rejecting the words of God’s prophets. 
Jesus was by no means the first. 
This happened every time God sent a prophet 
to speak to the people Israel. 
Nobody wanted to hear what the prophets had to say
—so they killed them.
John the Baptist would be killed next

—even before Jesus. 
He was already in prison at this time,

and it wouldn’t be long before he was beheaded. 
It seems that nobody wanted to hear the word “Repent!”  
And no one wanted to admit that they were doing anything wrong
—except for a few tax collectors and prostitutes, that is. 
And these were considered the scum of the earth

the worst of the sinners.

Not only were they breaking God’s laws. 
They were in collaboration with those dang Romans
—doing their thing as near as they could to the military camps!

With this in mind, 

we can see that there is absolutely nothing Jesus could have said 
that would have made the chief priests and elders angrier! 
The very idea! 
Tax collectors and prostitutes 
entering the kingdom of God! 
It was absurd!

Now, before we begin to judge 
those self-righteous priests and elders, 
let’s stop a minute and think. 
Could it be that we too are sometimes guilty 
of saying that we will do something 
and yet not doing it?
None can deny that we have all been guilty of this:
We tell someone we will pray for them. 
Butt do we do it? 
We tell someone we will call them
—and the longer we wait, 
the harder it gets 
to pick up the phone.

We tell someone we will pay back the money they have loaned us, 
yet after a while 
(when they don’t bring the subject up again) 
we assume that it’s not important
—hoping that they have forgotten about it.

We tell God that we will do whatever he calls us to do


--but when the opportunity arises,



we have excuses.

“It’s a very peculiar thing,”

says Reverend Barbara Brown Taylor, 
(whom as you know, I quote a lot).
It’s a very peculiar thing, this vacuum between what we intend to do and do.
The theological word for it is sin—missing the mark.

Some call it the sin of omission. 

It’s the kind that destroys trust 
and thereby relationships.

The apostle Paul, in his letter to James, instructed the church to:

“…be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves. For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man observing his natural face in a mirror; for he observes himself, goes away, and immediately forgets what kind of man he was. But he who looks into the perfect law of liberty and continues in it, and is not a forgetful hearer but a doer of the work, this one will be blessed in what he does.” 

And he continues with a warning, saying:

“If anyone among you thinks he is religious, and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his own heart, this one's religion is useless.” 

As I studied this past week, 

a light came on in my head.


It was one of those rare “aha” moments




that I like so much.

What struck me was this:

Our reason 
for not doing something we know we should do 
doesn’t matter much in Jesus’ book.
There are no good excuses.

Whether it be due to procrastination 

or forgetfulness 

or “straight out” refusal makes no difference..

because according to Jesus, 
the only thing that really matters 
is that we do God’s will.

God’s will.

So...what exactly is it? What is God’s will?

Well, according to this story that Jesus has told, 
God’s will is 
that we go and work in His vineyard



--which could be anywhere there is work 

needing to be done.
To quote Soren Kierkegaard,

Jesus wants followers—not admirers.

This message came through “loud and clear” when he announced: 
"Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven.  

All would agree 
that there is not a creed or a mission statement in the whole world 
that is worth as much as one phone call, 
a card or visit to a sick friend
--or one cup of water handed to someone 
who is longing for it.
The story is told of a group of salesmen who went to a regional sales convention in Chicago. They had assured their wives that they would be home in plenty of time for Friday night's dinner. In their rush, with tickets and briefcases, one of these salesmen inadvertently kicked over a table which held a display of baskets of apples. Apples flew everywhere. Without stopping or looking back, they all managed to reach the plane in time for their nearly missed boarding. All but one. He paused, took a deep breath, got in touch with his feelings, and experienced a twinge of compassion for the girl whose apple stand had been overturned. He told his buddies to go on without him, waved goodbye, told one of them to call his wife when they arrived at their home destination, and explain his taking a later flight. Then he returned to the terminal where the apples were all over the terminal floor. He was glad he did. The 16-year-old girl was totally blind! She was softly crying, tears running down her cheeks in frustration and, at the same time, helplessly groping for her spilled produce as the crowd swirled about her, no one stopping, and no one to care for her plight. 

The salesman knelt on the floor with her, gathered up the apples, put them into the baskets, and helped set the display up once more. As he did this, he noted that many of them had become battered and bruised; these he set aside in another basket. When he had finished, he pulled out his wallet and said to the girl, "Here, please take this $20 for the damage we did. Are you okay?" She nodded through her tears. He continued with, "I hope we didn't spoil your day too badly."

 As the salesman started to walk away, the bewildered blind girl called out to him, "Mister...." He paused and turned to look back into those blind eyes. She continued, "Are you Jesus?" He stopped in mid stride, and he wondered. Then slowly he made his way to catch the later flight with that question burning and bouncing about in his soul: "Are you Jesus?"

The truth is:

Opportunities for “being like Jesus” are endless.

It does us no good 
to claim that we have tried something before 
and it did not work. 
The reality is:

Today is a new day. 
We are living in a different time now.

One of the things that Jesus disliked most 
about the “so-called religious people” of his day 
was their “stuckness.”

They were so steeped in tradition 
that they could not accept anything new.

It is no wonder they rejected the One 
who came promising 
to make all things new!

I believe 
that today’s Scripture passage 

contains a very important message for us, 
the people of West Covina UMC, 
as we prepare to review our past year of ministry 
and charge forward 
--into a whole new year of ministry.

This is what we will be doing 
at our upcoming Annual Church Conference 
on Thursday evening, Nov. 18.

And, as we prepare to charge into our new year 

together in ministry,

we can be certain 
that there will be occasions 
where God is beckoning us 
to serve Him in new and unexpected ways.

We already have some of these in writing.

They came out of our planning parties in which you took that assignment seriously


to dream of what we, the people of West Covina UMC,



can become!

I have brought your ideas with me this morning, 
and have been looking forward 
to sharing them with you.
1) Our new member Iley suggested that we offer a Thanksgiving meal in Parlor for persons who do not have family close by.

2) Arlo suggested that we give each new Eagle Scout a Bible as a gift from us, the church when they receive their award here during worship.

3) Ellen suggested that we go Christmas caroling to persons who are homebound.

4) And that we have a “Community Sunday” on which we invite our friends and neighbors to church and to stay for a potluck afterwards. 

5) Do more hands-on activities with our youth—like teaching them to do things that we know how to do: like cooking (make and take cookies to persons in need of encouragement) knitting (teach them to make lap blankets for persons in wheelchairs), scrapbooking (make get well cards for persons who are ill)…  

As we continue to envision ourselves as “an oasis for the community,” 

we will see the possibilities are endless! 
If each of us were to choose one thing we like to do 
and find two or three others who share the vision, 
we could do amazing things in God’s vineyard!

So, I invite each of you 
to give some serious thought 

to what you would like to see us doing 

in God’s vineyard

—and to write your ideas down

and get them to me this week. 
I will share all of these ideas at Charge Conference 
so we can catch a vision
of our future years 

in ministry together.

This is what Charge Conference is for--to give us opportunity 

to take a closer look at ourselves.
In a way, 

it’s like looking at ourselves in the mirror 
and asking ourselves:
“What is moving? Is it our mouth or our feet?”

“Let it be your feet,” 
Jesus says to us.

“Ready, set, go! Amen!”
(Communion: Hymnal pg. 8, Kim will play music as our ushers bring the bread forward) 

