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Our Gospel reading today is a story of intrigue.  But it also a story about faith that invites us 

to explore the very mundane question – are we there yet?   Let’s tuck this question in our 

back pocket and revisit it as we journey through this story together. 

The story begins in the temple, where Jesus is teaching.  The chief priests and elders came to 

him and questioned him:  ‘By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you 

this authority?’ 

This is a loaded question, as questions in scripture so often are. 

Those of you who tend to read back and forwards around the Gospel reading for the day will 

remember that this chapter begins with Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem on a humble 

donkey and colt.  Needless to say this arrival attracted a lot of attention!  It also created 

turmoil, particularly when Jesus entered the temple and ‘drove out all who were selling and 

buying in the temple’, overturning their tables and saying:  ‘It is written, “My house shall be 

called a house of prayer”; but you are making it a den of robbers.’  (Mt. 21:12-13)  Jesus 

continued his work of healing in the temple, and was recognised by children as the Messiah.  

But the chief priests and scribes who saw and heard these things became angry. 

Fast forward past the story of Jesus cursing the fig tree which did not bear fruit, symbol of the 

way the religious leaders had lost their way, with a brief word about what faith and prayer 

can do to overcome this deadness, and we arrive at today’s story. 

It is not surprising that the next time Jesus enters the temple there are going to be some 

questions about his authority.  ‘By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave 

you this authority?’ 

This is a loaded question, and the way Jesus deals with it demonstrates an authority that is 

way beyond what the religious leaders were expecting. 

It is important that we not compartmentalise this story into a critique of Jewish leaders vs 

Christians.  That has nothing to do with the point of the story, and is a dangerous way of 

writing ourselves out of the lessons that is has to offer.   

The context is much broader, one of Empire (Rome in this story, but we should ask ourselves:  

How do we understand Empire today?) rubbing up against the kingdom of God, the reign of 

Christ, the city to come that is not the city we are living in today.  And yet this mysterious 

reign of Christ has already begun.  Are we there yet?  No, we are a pilgrim people on the way 

toward a promised goal.  So the context of living within an Empire and seeking to proclaim 

the counter-cultural reign of Christ is not foreign to us. 

In the story, the chief priests, scribes, and elders are in a very difficult place.  We can see this 

in the way they almost visibly squirm when Jesus challenges them with a counter-question:  

‘Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human origin?’  They debate with 

each other the possible answers, and possible consequences of those answers, and find they 
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are not in a good place.  Caught between a rock and a hard place, on the horns of a dilemma, 

damned if you do and damned if you don’t, they can only answer with humility:  ‘We do not 

know.’   

Game, set and match to Jesus.  But wait, there is more.  We are not there yet! 

Jesus then offers a challenge – to us and to the characters in the story – to think!  ‘What do 

you think?’ – followed by one of those strange parables – ‘dark sayings from of old’ that the 

Psalmist speaks of (Ps. 78:2-3).  In the story of a man with two sons, the chief priests and 

scribes are painted into a corner.  When offered the choice of the son who first said no to his 

father’s request to work in the vineyard, but later changed his mind and went, or the son who 

said ‘yes Sir’ making a show of his respect for his father but then failed to show up at the 

vineyard, they are forced to choose the first son as the one who obeyed the father.  It seems 

like a ‘no brainer’.  But they are then well and truly ‘snookered’ as they come to realise, with 

Jesus’ next statement, that they are the disobedient son. 

‘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.’  (Mt. 21:31-32) 

This is huge. 

If they are the disobedient son, then who is the obedient one?  The tax collectors and 

prostitutes?  Surely not! 

Remember the baptism of John was one of confession and repentance – a change of mind and 

heart, a conversion of life to a different way of living that would bear the fruits of repentance 

- in preparation for Jesus coming to bring the kingdom of heaven near.   

Can we just take a moment to think – as we are being invited to – about who are our ‘tax 

collectors and prostitutes’?   There is an invitation to examine our own judgement of others as 

somehow unworthy of the boundless love of God.  Who do we prefer to leave out of the story 

of the reign of Christ?  While we can still find people in this category we are not there yet.  

We have not yet arrived at our destination. 

And when do we fall into our own category of ‘tax collectors and prostitutes’?  When do we 

feel that we are not measuring up to the love and grace of God that is offered to us through 

Jesus Christ? 

Do we really believe that God’s grace is sufficient, and that nothing and no one is beyond its 

reach?  Not even us with all our failings and frailties. 

This is the challenge that Jesus is laying before the religious leaders in this story.  And it’s 

our challenge as well. 

What kind of God do we believe in? 

Here is where the reading from Philippians offers some further help.  It is a good one for 

prayer and meditation, to help guide us on our way together as a Christian community. 

The Good News of the Gospel calls us into an ongoing conversion of life, with little deaths 

and resurrections along our own life paths, and in our life together as the church.  This story 

calls us away from religious hypocrisy that would have us think it’s all ‘done and dusted’, 

that the sheep and the goats have been separated and we are the sheep.  Or the goats.  

Whichever are the good ones that God likes best.   
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This story offers us an invitation toward continuing transformation in God’s love and grace, 

so that we might continue to grow to be ever more Christ-like – not because we are imitators 

of Christ but because we are filled with God’s love and grace and seek to extend this love and 

grace to others, and yes even to ourselves. 

We are invited to participate in the reversal experienced by the first son in the parable, who 

first said no but changed his mind and went to work his father’s vineyard.  We are on the way 

– while there is breath in our bodies we continue to be on this journey together.   There is 

always further to travel on this journey of conversion of life. 

We are invited to notice what God is doing with us, through us, around us, and sometimes 

even in spite of us.  Yet, as one of the commentators says, ‘We say that we are going to work 

in the vineyard, but instead of harvesting the grapes we spend our time rearranging the stones 

along the path!’
1
 

This too is a question of faith.  Do we truly believe that we have a gift worth sharing?  What 

would it take to move out of our comfort zone, and open up our house to become ever more 

inclusive? 

In our Exodus story, when the people were grumbling and asking ‘are we there yet?’ God 

told Moses that he would be going ahead of them, ‘standing there in front of you on the rock 

at Horeb.’ (Exod. 17:6) 

In the same way Christ goes ahead of us, in his own strange way, constituting, ruling and 

renewing us as his church. 

May we continue to grow in our response to God’s boundless love, grace, and compassion as 

we seek out ways that we might participate in the messy and dangerous work of living and 

sharing the Gospel.  And may we find joy and peace, love and acceptance, as we journey 

forward into the vineyard together. 

                                                           
1
 Douglas A. Hare, Matthew:  Interpretation, a Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching, (Louisville:  
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