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Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

In the events that led up to the sermon text for today, a multitude follows Jesus ... some were true 

followers, that is, His disciples ... others there were people in desperate need of the Savior's healing 

Word ... it seems likely that there were people in attendance from the previous day's Palm Sunday 

entry into Jerusalem ... no doubt there were children whose mouths hymned perfect praise in the 

temple ... there were known sinners like tax-collectors and harlots ... and there were chief priests and 

elders who sought to discredit and rid themselves of this Jesus by arresting Him. 

 

These Sanhedrists were examples of men who were inside the Church but outside the Kingdom. 

They refused to have the gift of repentance bestowed upon them and they are hardening their own 

hearts. Jesus stings them in the temple and within earshot of the multitude by asking them a question 

about John the Baptizer, a question they feared answering. The Incarnate Son of God, while not 

answering their initial question, speaks three parables instead. Please listen to ... 

 

... "The Parable of the Three Sons" 

 

"What do you think? A man had two sons; and he went to the first and said, ‘Son, go and work in the 

vineyard today.' And he answered, ‘I will not'; but afterward he repented and went. And he went to 

the second and said the same; and he answered, ‘I go, sir,' but did not go. Which of the two did the 

will of his father?" They said, "The first." Jesus said to them, "Truly, I say to you, the tax collectors 

and the harlots go into the Kingdom of God before you. For John came to you in the way of 

righteousness, and you did not believe him, but the tax collectors and the harlots believed him; and 

even when you saw it, you did not afterward repent and believe him." 

 

Thus far the Word of Jehovah our God. 

 

In the parable, both are children of the father and the meaning is that both are sons of Abraham, 

whether elder or tax-collector, whether physically sick or soul sick, whether chief priest or prostitute. 

But, as the Apostle Paul writes, "not all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel, and not all 

are children of Abraham because they are his descendants" (Rom. 9:6). Which one is this one, and 

which one is that one? 

 

Now, let's be honest and face the reality of the situation in terms of our initial reactions. This first 

son really gets to us with his reply of "I will not do what you say!" He truly ticks us off. He gets our 

blood boiling. Imagine the reaction in the home or in school or at work or on the highway. Our wrath 

rises along with the hair on the back of our necks. What a disobedient, spoiled, disrespectful child! 
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Surely he needs to be punished by parents, sequestered in school, given a pink slip by the boss, or 

sent to jail by the police. 

 

The second son says, "I go, sir." Oh, now there's a response that will make a parent proud, a teacher 

thankful, a boss pleased, and a nation grateful. We have a law-abiding citizen and member of a 

particular kingdom promising to be obedient. Just take a look at those two sons. One is a disgrace 

while the other is an up-standing example to us all. But this is not where the parable ends. Let's 

follow these two sons. 

 

Consider the second son, the one whose mouth speaks of obedience. The father calls him and says, 

"Son, go and work in the vineyard today." The second son replies, "I go, sir," but did not go. With 

whom might this son be likened? The examples are legion but let's list a few. The second son, the 

one who said, "I go, sir," but did not go may be likened ... 

 

... to a sick, little boy whose mother tells him to get dressed in order to go to the appointment. He 

says, "I am going to get ready, Mom," but he does not do it. 

 

... to a little girl whose dad tells her to go to her room and write a thank you note to someone who 

has given her a gift. She says, "I go, father," but she does not write the note. 

 

... to a member of catechism class who is told to go home and memorize a Bible verse. That class 

member says, "I go, sir," but the Word is not taken to heart. 

 

... to a confirmed member of the congregation who is asked if she will, by the grace of God, suffer 

all things, even death, rather than fall away from the Lord. She replies, "I will," but doesn't. 

 

... to a longtime member of the congregation who is called on the telephone and invited to come to 

the Divine Service and partake of the Holy Communion. He replies, "I will be there this Sunday," 

and doesn't make it this Sunday or the next or the hundred Sundays following. 

 

... to a pastor who, on his ordination day, is asked if he will perform the duties of the pastoral office 

in accordance with the Lutheran Confessions and that all his teaching and his administration of the 

Sacraments shall be in conformity with the Holy Scriptures and the Lutheran Confessions. He says, 

"I do," but he does not do that which he promised. 

 

... to a congregation, or even by extension, a district, by virtue of continuing membership in The 

Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, says to every other member of synod, whether pastor, sister 

congregation, teacher, etc., do you intend to work to provide a united defense against schism, 

sectarianism and heresy? The congregation or district replies, "I do," but doesn't. In fact, it does the 

opposite and does not walk together with those whose "yes" in word means "yes" in deed. 

 

... to a synodical official who is asked if he will go and carry out the duties of his office according to 

a particular constitution. He pledges, "I go," but he does not go. 

 

Thus far the second son. Dear baptized, behold the third son. And you wonder, what does this mean? 

For you are under the impression that there is no third son in this parable. Ah, but there is. The third 

Son is the One Who is speaking the Word, that is Jesus. Behold the third Son. From eternity the 

Father said, "Son, go and work in the vineyard today." The Son said, "I go," and He went and did 
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exactly, completely and perfectly what His Father wanted Him to do. 

 

He kept His own Law for the world and for you. He atoned for all the sins of the world and that 

includes all of yours. He poured Himself out for the life of the world and for you, even as he cried 

out to the world and to His Father Who sent Him, "It is finished" (John 19:30) and spoke to the One 

Who has said to Him, "Go"... "Father, into Thy hands I commit My Spirit" (Luke 23:46). On the 

cross He defeated this world's deceiver for you. He defeated death for you when He rose again from 

the dead. 

 

Because He had said it would be so, the Counselor would come, that is, the Holy Spirit would be 

sent to convince the world of sin, to cause the apostles and evangelists to write down the very Word 

of God, and to work repentance in the individual. The Spirit causes the inscription of the Words of 

Jesus, the Son of God, in the Book and in the heart. What words? Well, words like these ... 

 

A man had two sons; and he went to the first and said, ‘Son, go and work in the vineyard today.' And 

he answered, ‘I will not'; but afterward he repented and went." 

 

Yes, we return to that manifest sinner. He is told to come into the vineyard to work and he replies 

that he will not. But then, afterward, he repented and went into the vineyard. He did a 180 ... an 

about-face. Even though he said he would not, he had a change of mind. With whom might he be 

likened? The first son, the one who said, "I will not," but then repented, may be likened ... 

 

... to a sick, little boy whose mother tells him to get dressed in order to go to the appointment. He 

says, "I will not" but is given the gift of repentance that leads him to Physician Who cleanses the 

soul by forgiving the sin in the absolution at the appointed time. 

 

... to a little girl whose dad tells her to go to her room and write a thank you note to someone who 

has given her a gift. She says, "I will not go, father," but then, like the lone leper, returns to the Lord 

and gives thanks to Him for His Word of mercy and love. 

 

... to a member of a catechism class who is told to go home and memorize a Bible verse. That class 

member says, "I will not," but then, in repentance wrought by the Holy Spirit, looks up the memory 

work and learns it by heart ... "Come unto Me all ye that labor and are heavy-laden, and I will give 

you rest" (Matthew 11:28). 

 

... to a confirmed member of the congregation who is asked if she will, by the grace of God, suffer 

all things, even death, rather than fall away from the Lord. She replies, "I will not," but then, in the 

night of terror and the pangs of conscience brought about by the Holy Spirit working through the 

Law, she repents, thus falling at the feet of the Redeemer Who came to seek and save. 

 

... to a longtime member of the congregation who is called on the telephone and invited to come to 

the Divine Service and partake of the Holy Communion. He replies, "I will not be there this 

Sunday," and then, led by the Holy Spirit, comes to the Table of the Lord to receive the very Body 

given for him and the true Blood shed for the remission of all his sins. 

 

... to a pastor who is asked if he will continue to perform the duties of the pastoral office in 

accordance with the Lutheran Confessions and that all his teaching and his administration of the 

Sacraments will continue to be in conformity with the Holy Scriptures and the Lutheran 
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Confessions. He answers, "I will not," but as he is proceeding down the wrong path is turned by the 

Lord and is fed the Word of forgiveness even as he feeds the children of God on the same.. 

 

... to a congregation, or even by extension, a district, by virtue of continuing membership in The 

Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, says to every other member of synod, whether pastor, sister 

congregation, teacher, etc., do you intend to work to provide a united defense against schism, 

sectarianism and heresy? The congregation or district replies, "I do not." But, in the blessed gift of 

group repentance, that is, in reformation, does walk with the rest of the Church in the narrow, but 

certain, way of the Truth. 

 

... to a synodical official who is asked if he will go and carry out the duties of his office according to 

a particular constitution. He effectively declares, "I will not," but then, in sorrow and contrition, he 

repents of his sin, looks to Christ for forgiveness and then, with the strength that God supplies 

abundantly, with the Lord begins his tasks. 

 

The third Son, Jesus, then asks a question concerning the other two sons, namely, the first son who 

said he wouldn't go and then repented; and the second son who said he would go but didn't. The 

question was intended for all within His hearing to ponder personally and to reply collectively, for 

surely there is but one answer and it is an easy answer. "Which of the two did the will of his father?" 

They replied, "The first."  

 

What other answer could there be? Certainly no other, for Jesus constructed and told the parable in 

such a way that the answer was clear for everyone who heard His Word that day and this day. "They 

said, ‘The first.' Jesus said to them, ‘Truly, I say to you, the tax collectors and the harlots go into the 

Kingdom of God before you.'For John came to you in the way of righteousness, and you did not 

believe him, but the tax collectors and the harlots believed him; and even when you saw it, you did 

not afterward repent and believe him."  

 

And why is this so? Because, even though these manifest breakers of God's Law are by nature sinful 

and unclean and sinned against God in thought, word and deed, they have received the gift of 

repentance and look to Christ for forgiveness. Surely, this is why John came, to call people to 

repentance and this is why Christ came, to call and welcome them into His Kingdom, doing so 

gladly and with great joy. 

 

And that those manifest, repentant sinners are going into the Kingdom of God before the second 

sons bespeaks both Law and Gospel. The Law has not yet done its work on these chief priests and 

elders, so they will hear no Gospel. They are not to the point where they acknowledge that they have 

not kept the Law. Though they are of Israel they are not in the Kingdom of God. They are not yet 

thirsty for the Living Water.  

 

Still, it is most certainly true that the Lord wants the Good News to be proclaimed to them and they 

enter the Kingdom of God. For Christ truly wants all, especially the unrepentant, to hear the words 

that bring eternal life and salvation. What words? The Gospel, of course. But what words? Well, 

those of you who are in the Kingdom of God know them, namely, "Dearly beloved, you are forgiven 

in the Name of the Father and of the (+) Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


