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Sermon Text:	Matthew 21:23-32

23When 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?” 24Jesus 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. 25Did 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?’ 26But if we say, ‘Of human origin,’ we are afraid of the crowd; for all regard John as a prophet.” 27So 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.’ 29He answered, ‘I will not’; but later he changed his mind and went. 30The father went to the second and said the same; and he answered, ‘I go, sir’; but he did not go. 31Which 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. 32For 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.



How many of you like tests?  Okay, even if you don’t like tests, if you have to take a test, what kind of test would you rather take; essay, True/False, or multiple choice.  How many prefer essays?  True/False?  Multiple choice? 

In many ways, life is like a test.  And the thing about tests, just like life, is that they require you to respond.  Even a non-answer is a response and it gets graded.

That is what is going on in our Gospel story today.  But first, let’s set the scene for this exam.  In Matthew’s Gospel, the day before this exam, this test, Jesus came into town riding on a donkey.  People were cheering, raising palm branches, it was a glorious day, for Jesus’ followers that is – not so much for the chief priest and elders, the temple authorities.  You see, Jesus went to the temple and overturned the tables of the money changers and drove out all of the animals.  Then he went and spent the night outside the city.  

Here in our Gospel this morning, Jesus enters the temple for the last time and the testing begins.  At first, the chief priest and the elders give Jesus an essay question to test him, “By what authority are you doing these things and who gave you this authority?”

Now, the truth of the matter is that this wasn’t meant to be an honest test question.  Rather than test him, they wanted to trap him.  They thought they were prepared, that they had the answer key.  They were ready, regardless of his answer, to give him a failing grade.

Do you ever feel like life goes this way for you?  That you are being tested and that regardless of whatever answer you give, you get a failing grade?  You’re not good enough.  You’re not pretty enough.  You’re not smart enough.  You’re not successful enough.

Now, because Jesus is himself a teacher, and one beyond their capabilities, he gets to do something that I wouldn’t advise you students do in school.  He doesn’t refuse to answer their question, but he does say that before he answers he wants them to answer his question first.  And he gives them a multiple choice question.  “Did the baptism of John come from heaven or was it of human origin?”  And instead of trying to get to the true answer, they are busy trying to figure out, to calculate, how their answer will make them look.  

Have you ever been there?  You are pretty sure you know the correct answer, the true answer, but you don’t raise your hand because if you are wrong, you are afraid you will look stupid, foolish?

All of a sudden, it is clear that they are not concerned with the true answer, they are only concerned about how they will look – and they care more about how they look than they do about the truth.  And so they give a non-answer.  They say, “We do not know.”  Now, sometimes, “We do not know” can be a very real and legitimate answer.  We really don’t have all the answers.  

But sometimes, we hide behind a “we do not know” answer because we refuse to decide.  On an exam, not answering the question is most often counted the same as a wrong answer.  

So as a bonus question, Jesus decides to give them another multiple choice question.  As you can see here this morning, it seems that most people prefer multiple choice questions on an exam because they think they are easier to get right.

Jesus gives them a story problem, a parable, about a man and two sons.  This man asks both sons to go to work in the vineyard.  The first son says No, but later changes his mind and goes.  The second son says Yes, but doesn’t go.  So here comes the multiple choice question – Who did the will of the father, A) the first son, or B) the second son?  How many people think the correct answer is A?  How about B?  Seems like a rather easy multiple choice question.

But as my oldest daughter, Katie, who is a freshman in college discovered on her first Biology exam, multiple choice exams can be very difficult.  There are a wider number of possible answers than we sometimes imagine.  

For Katie, potential answers were A, B, C, D, A&B, A&C, B&C, and so on.  For the chief priest and elders, and for us, to Jesus’ question of which of the two sons did the will of the father, the possible multiple choice answers were A) the 1st son, B) the 2nd son, C) both the 1st son and the 2nd son, or D) none of the above.

In one way, I think you can argue for D – neither son.  In the culture of that day, to refuse your father’s request, to backtalk your father, well, that was a sign of disrespect.  It brought shame both to the father and the son.  It would not have been the father’s will to have the 1st son talk back and refuse to go.

However, there is something significant that Jesus wants to point out about changing your mind.  How does that old saying go, “When you discover that you are digging yourself into a hole, quit digging.”

Back to my oldest daughter – shortly after arriving in Lawrence, I took Katie out driving.  She has never been good at directions.  Still, I thought she had a sense of the fact that we lived in the northwest part of Lawrence.  We were driving on K 10, 23rd Street, going west toward Iowa Street.  As a test I said, “Okay, you can drive us home.”  Well, she turned south on Iowa Street.  

I made some comments about the street numbers we were seeing as we continued down the street, thinking she might realize they were getting larger instead of smaller as they should have been if we were going in the right direction.  

We were passing by things we don’t live close to at all – Target, Bed, Bath and Beyond.  And she just keeps on going.  And finally she says to me, “It looks like we are leaving town.”  I said, “I think that is because we are.”  And then she says, “I think I’m going the wrong way, what should I do?”  

As we continued to drive toward Ottawa, I gave her an essay question as part of her exam.  I said, “When you are going the wrong way, what do you do?”  The obvious answer being, “You turn around.”

I wasn’t sure how far south we were going to go before she would change her mind and realize she was going the wrong way.  And to tell you the truth, it was much farther than I would have guessed.

I think God wonders the same thing about us at times.  God says, “Okay, you can drive us home.”  And too many times we head in the wrong direction.  And we continue going the wrong way even as the numbers continue to stack up against us.  We pass by things we weren’t meant to live close to at all, places that are not the Target, places like Broken, Busted and Beyond.  And sometimes we just keep right on going.  

I’m guessing that God wonders how far south we are going to go before we realize we are going the wrong way, before we change our minds and turn around.  I feel certain that many times God must be thinking that we go much farther than one would guess.

And to many of us this may seem like a sad commentary on us, on our country, and on the world today.  But there is Good News here.

The chief priest and elders had been looking good and saying Yes to God, but they weren’t doing it, they weren’t living according to God’s ways.  They had their minds made up.  

They didn’t change them, not when they heard John the Baptist preaching repentance and telling them to turn around and go the other way, to turn to God.  They didn’t change their minds when they had a second chance, when they saw the tax collectors, the prostitutes, the sinners, going out to John the Baptist, repenting and getting washed clean in the waters of baptism, turning from their old ways, the wrong way.  And sadly, they didn’t change their minds when they had them made up that they should participate in the crucifixion of Jesus.

On the other hand, the lowest of the low, the tax collectors and the prostitutes, they hadn’t said they would go, but they changed their minds and they did go.  They went out to John the Baptist and met him in the river Jordon.  Then they went out and followed Jesus.

But here is the Good News – Jesus said the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God “ahead of you.”  

Did you catch that, he is not saying that the others won’t make it – there is still an opportunity for them to change their mind.  The Good News Jesus is saying to them, and to us this morning, is that there is still time to change your mind, to realize those places in our lives where we need to stop digging, where we need to turn around because we have gone so far down the road that everyone, including ourselves, can now see we are going the wrong way.

What are the roads in your life that you know, even if you can’t yet admit to others, that you are headed the wrong way?  Where are the places in your life that you are digging the hole deeper with alcohol, marijuana, or other drugs?  Where you are digging deeper with jealousy and hate?  Where you are digging deeper with a desire for more out of a fear of having less, or a longing for unhealthy things and disgust with the things that bring health.  

Jesus is saying, change your mind, put the shovel down, stop digging, turn around.

The fact of the matter is, life is like a test.  Sometimes the questions in life come at us in essay form and we have to put our answers together as best we can in some coherent response.  Questions like, why do I keep digging the hole deeper.  

Sometimes the questions in life come at us in a True/False format – questions like, “In my life, Jesus’ authority is greater than my own? True or False.  

And sometimes, maybe most of the time, the questions in life come to us in multiple choice form – and while we may think that multiple choice questions are easier – our lived reality tells us they are not.  

Questions like, where do I invest my time and my heart?  A) Working on fixing broken relationships – with a spouse, partner, parent, child, sibling  B) Doing those things I enjoy – like sports and music  C)  Growing in my relationship with Christ by participating in worship, reading Scripture, engaging in Christian education  or D) Digging deeper in a familiar hole by continued use of alcohol, drugs, and other self-destructive behaviors.

Good News – here are a few test taking tips meant to lessen your test anxiety.
1) Regardless of how deep the hole is that you have been digging, or how long you have been going the wrong way – today, there is time for you to change your mind, for you to put down the shovel, for you to turn around – today.

2) There is an answer key for this exam – and it is not one that you have to try and steal or copy or sneak a peek at.  The answer key is given to you.  For essay questions, Jesus is always the answer.  For True/False questions, the Christ answer is always the true one.  For multiple choice questions, the answer is always  C, G, and J – Christ, God, and Jesus.

3) For life’s exam, for the tests of life, you always have an exam partner, someone who helps you – Jesus.

The truth is, we can’t come up with the right answers by ourselves.  We can’t pass the exam on our own.  There is no promise that the tests and exams of life will be easy.  In fact, many, if not most of them, will be difficult.  And yes, you have to respond.  Pretending like you don’t hear the question won’t cut it.  You have to respond to God’s grace.

But rejoice in the Good News that for all of life’s exams and tests – Jesus goes with you.  Jesus is the answer key.  He gives you the right answer, the true answer.  He gives you himself.  He gives you himself on the cross, at the table, in the waters of life.

And make no mistake, our passing grade is not because of our work, our knowledge, or because of what a great test taker we are.  Our passing grade is because of our exam partner, Jesus Christ.  Our passing grade is all because of him.

Amen.
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