
ECF 9th November 2014 Rebellious, Respectable or Repentant? Matthew 21:28-32 
On first look, No. 23 and 24 Leinster Gardens look just like the rest of the houses in their street.  Leinster Gardens is a long, 
upmarket terrace of five story houses in Bayswater in the city of London.  And no 23 and 24 have just the same impressive 
appearance with its windows, balconies and doors.   
 
But if you look really closely, you’ll see that the windows are actually just painted on.  The doors don’t have any letter 
boxes.  And when you go round the back of the terrace, you can see that in fact instead of two large houses, there is just a 
gap with railway tracks of the Metropolitan Railway underneath.  
 
That’s because No 23 and 24 Leinster Gardens doesn’t actually exist.  It is just a façade that was built to hide underground 
railway tracks and keep the appearance of this street.  But they did such a great job, that unless you look closely, you’ll walk 
by without even noticing. 
 
In fact in the 1930’s a hoax was played on guests who were sold ten-guinea tickets to a charity ball at 23 and 24 Leinster 
Gardens, only to turn up in evening dress to discover the address was fake.   
 
Sometimes we’re also really good at hiding what we’re really like.  We put on a façade, a front, a show of respectability.  But 
the reality behind this act can often be very different. One of Jesus’ parables focuses in on this issue.   
 
Let’s read it from Matthew 21:28-32: “What do you think? There was a man who had two sons. He went to the first and 
said, ‘Son, go and work today in the vineyard.’ 
29 “ ‘I will not,’ he answered, but later he changed his mind and went. 
30 “Then the father went to the other son and said the same thing. He answered, ‘I will, sir,’ but he did not go. 
31 “Which of the two did what his father wanted?” 
“The first,” they answered. 
Jesus said to them, “I tell you the truth, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are entering the kingdom of God ahead of you. 
32 For John came to you to show you the way of righteousness, and you did not believe him, but the tax collectors and the 
prostitutes did. And even after you saw this, you did not repent and believe him.” 
 
1. Two Different Sons 
Isn’t it amazing how kids from the same family can be so different.  My oldest brother Graeme, was such a well-behaved 
boy.  I don’t ever remember him getting into trouble, losing his temper, going in the huff or rebelling against his parents.  He 
was almost angelic! 
 
And then there was me!  I know you struggle to believe this, but I wasn’t quite as angelic.  I wasn’t always a terror – I don’t 
think so anyway – but I did my fair share of fighting with my brother Al, losing my temper, going in the huff and arguing with 
my mum or dad.   
 
I was very different from Graeme.  The two sons in Jesus’ parable were also very different. 
 
a) Rebellious 
The first son was shockingly rebellious.  When his dad asked him to go and work in his vineyard, his reply was a blatant “I 
will not.”  Matthew 21:28  This was no small matter.  This was a scandalous response in a Jewish context.  To be so openly 
and unashamedly disobedient to your parents was deeply offensive.   
 
He was also breaking one of the ten commandments: “Honour your father and your mother, so that you may live long in the 
land the LORD your God is giving you.” Exodus 20:12  With his attitude and words he brought shame to himself and his 
family. 
 

i) But Repentant 
But this son “later he changed his mind and went.” Matthew 21:29  He regretted his initial response.  He was remorseful 
about his rebellion against his dad.  And he repented.  He changed his mind and his actions and submitted to his father’s 
will. 
 
b) Respectable 
The other son’s initial response was completely different. With his, “I will, sir,”  Matthew 21:30, he was outwardly 
respectable.  He was claiming to honour his father, showing him the proper reverence and being eager to obey his father’s 
will.   
 



i) But Dishonest 
But the problem was, this was all for show.  His words sounded so good, but they were empty.  He said he would go, “but he 
did not go.”  Matthew 21:30  He said he would obey, but he disobeyed.  His words expressed respect, but his actions 
expressed a rejection of his father’s authority and will.  Ultimately he was dishonest, insincere and hypocritical. 
 
c) Which One Obeyed? 
Jesus’ question then was a simple one: “Which of the two did what his father wanted?”  Matthew 21:31  Which one pleased 
his father?  Which one honoured him?   
 
Jesus’ audience knew the answer:  ““The first,” they answered.”  Matthew 21:31.  It’s pretty obvious isn’t it.  What matters 
most is not their initial response, but their ultimate actions.  The first son’s past rebellion didn’t remove the value of his 
obedience once he repented.  And the second son’s respectful words didn’t make up for the reality of his disobedience and 
contempt for his dad.    
 
2. Two Questions of Authority 
So why did Jesus teach that story?  What did he want us to learn from this.  Well, again, the context of this parable can help 
us to understand what Jesus was teaching.   
 
Jesus spoke this parable in the middle of a discussion with the chief priests and elders of the Jewish nation.  He had just 
recently entered into Jerusalem riding on a donkey while his disciples and others praised God with shouts of “Hosanna” and 
“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.”  Matthew 21:9 
 
Then he had entered the temple area and cleared out all the merchants and money changers who had turned this place of 
prayer into an opportunity for a quick profit!  He had also healed those who were in need and taught those who were 
willing to listen.   
 
a) Jesus’ Authority 
All of this had deeply disturbed the religious leaders of the nation of Israel.  And so they came to him with a question:  
Matthew 21:23  “Jesus entered the temple courts, and, while he was teaching, the chief priests and the elders of the people 
came to him. “By what authority are you doing these things?” they asked. “And who gave you this authority?” 
 
Their problem was that Jesus didn’t fit into their ideas of religious authority.  He wasn’t the graduate of any of their 
rabbinical schools.  He hadn’t been appointed by any of their religious structures.  He hadn’t been ordained by them.  And 
so what right did he have to ride into Jerusalem, to stir up so much enthusiasm and praise, to clear the temple or teach 
God’s people? 
 
Of course, this showed the hardness of their hearts.  Jesus had already provided more than enough evidence to convince 
them that he was God’s servant – had they been willing to accept that truth.  When Nicodemus came to Jesus at night he 
said: John 3:2: “Rabbi, we know you are a teacher who has come from God. For no-one could perform the miraculous signs 
you are doing if God were not with him.”  
 
And so the truth is that no amount of information or evidence would have convinced them.  Their problem was not lack of 
knowledge but a lack of humility.  They refused to accept that someone so different from them could have been from God! 
b) John the Baptist’s Authority 
And so Jesus responded in a way that highlighted their hardness of heart.  He promised to answer their question about his 
authority, if they would answer his about John the Baptist’s authority: Matthew 21:24-25: “Jesus replied, “I will also ask you 
one question. If you answer me, I will tell you by what authority I am doing these things. 25 John’s baptism—where did it 
come from? Was it from heaven, or from men?” 
 
This was a crucial question and was deeply connected to the chief priests’ question.  That’s because John was the warm-up 
act, the forerunner of the Messiah.  He came to prepare his way and announce his arrival.  And so when he saw Jesus 
coming to be baptised by him, he declared: “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!”  John 1:29 
 
And so if people believed that John’s ministry was from God, then they would also have to believe that Jesus was from God.  
But if they rejected Jesus, then they also showed that they believed that John had got it wrong. 
 

But Jesus knew that this was a difficult thing for the chief priests and elders to say.  Matthew 21:25-26: “They discussed it 
among themselves and said, “If we say, ‘From heaven’, he will ask, ‘Then why didn’t you believe him?’ 26 But if we say, ‘From 
men’—we are afraid of the people, for they all hold that John was a prophet.” 



The popular opinion was that John was God’s prophet.  His message had been crystal clear, his life had been 
uncompromisingly committed to God, and many people had accepted his call to repentance and renewed faith in God. 
 
And so to declare that John was a heretic and false prophet would be going against popular opinion – a dangerous thing to 
do for these politicians who were trying to appease the power of Rome, while also keeping the approval of the people.  
 
But to declare that John was a true prophet of God would have condemned them as rebelling against God because they 
didn’t follow John and his ministry.   
 
And so Jesus’ question tied them up in knots.  They couldn’t repeat their lies for fear of rejection and they couldn’t declare 
the truth for fear of condemnation.  And so the answered Jesus “We don’t know.” Matthew 21:27. 
 
And so true to his word, Jesus responded, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things.” Matthew 21:27  
Partly this was because the time had not yet fully come for Jesus to lay down his life, and an outright and clear claim of the 
authority of the Son of God would have brought things to a head right there and then. 
 
But it was also because their refusal to declare the true nature of John’s ministry showed the hardness of their hearts.  For 
all their religious activity, their piety, their rule keeping, their law promoting, their festival attendance, their impressive 
words and declarations of faith – they had rejected God’s servant and God’s message.   
 
3. Two Different Groups 
a) Deeply Religious 
And so they were the second son in Jesus’ parable.  They looked the part of people committed to God.  They kept the 
Sabbath and attended the right rituals.  They said the right things.  They prayed impressive prayers.  The sang fervent praise.  
They could quote the Scriptures.  They were deeply religious people. 
 

i) But Rejecting God’s Salvation 
But their religious activity was empty, hypocritical and ultimately in vain.  They had rejected God’s servant John.  “For John 
came to you to show you the way of righteousness, and you did not believe him.” Matthew 21:32.  Even when other 
people’s lives were transformed by his message, they continued to reject any idea that they needed to listen to his call to 
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.” Matthew 3:2 
 
They had rejected God’s servant John.  And so they were now rejecting God’s Son Jesus.  They had claimed to be serving 
God, but they had not submitted to his word.  They had not accepted his will.  They had refused his way of salvation.   
 
As Isaiah had prophesied: “These people honour me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.”  Matthew 15:8  In 
many ways these chief priests and elders looked and sounded like God’s people, but it was all an empty show.  For all their 
religious ritual, their pious words and their righteous pretence – they had rebelled against God’s messenger, they had 
refused to do what he called them to – and so they had placed themselves outside of God’s kingdom!   
 
b) Blatantly Rebellious  
But amazingly, those who had seemed furthest away from God were coming into his kingdom.  “I tell you the truth, the tax 
collectors and the prostitutes are entering the kingdom of God ahead of you.” Matthew 21:31 
 
Tax collectors were among the most despised in Israel at that time because of their betrayal of God’s people in working for 
the enemy, their contamination from frequent contact with the Gentiles and their reputation as corrupt and dishonest.  
Prostitutes were also seen as defiled sinners who sold themselves for money.   
 
Like the first son in the parable, by their choices and decisions these people had blatantly rebelled against God’s will, his 
word and his moral standards. They had openly rejected God’s way for their lives.  Pious people regarded them as being 
outside of Judaism!   
 
And yet, Jesus said that they were entering the kingdom of God, even ahead of the deeply religious!  These ‘sinners’ were 
welcomed in while the deeply religious were being kept outside!   
 

i) But Sincerely Repentant  
That’s not because God loves rebellious people more.   Nor is it because God loves religious people less.  Nor is it because 
their rebellion and sin doesn’t matter.  It was simply because these rebellious people had repented.   
 



The chief priests and elders did not believe John, “But the tax collectors and the prostitutes did.” Matthew 21:32  They 
heard the challenge of John words.  They believed that he was speaking the truth.  They accepted God’s judgement on their 
lives.  They admitted that they were in the wrong.  And like the first son, they changed their hearts and minds.  They 
repented of their sin and humbly came to God to ask for his forgiveness.   
 
And God accepted them.  Their past didn’t keep them out of God’s kingdom.  Because of God’s amazing love and 
outrageous grace and because of Jesus’ work on the cross where he gave himself to pay the price in full for their sin, God 
responded to their repentance and faith and gave them full and free forgiveness. 
 
This is the ministry and mission of Jesus.  This is why he came.  He said, “I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to 
repentance!” Luke 5:32  Jesus didn’t come so that good people would be rewarded for their goodness.  He came so that 
sinners would repent and be forgiven!   
 
4. Two Important Truths 
And so this parable presents to us two crucially important truths. 
 
a) Our Religious Activity doesn’t Save Us 
The first one is a challenge to those who have been deeply religious, who have focussed on keeping the rules, following the 
rituals, looking the part and saying all the right things.  This is a wake up call to respectable people.  Jesus is telling us that it 
is possible to do all of that and yet still be outside of God’s kingdom!  
 
In the sermon on the mount, Jesus said, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but 
only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.” Matthew 7:21  We can say all the right stuff.  We can attend all 
the church services we can.  We can look respectable and try hard to keep all the rules.  But if we’ve never humbled 
ourselves before God, if we’ve never admitted our sinfulness and our inability to match God’s standard, if we’ve never 
realised our desperate need of forgiveness, if we’ve never repented and asked God to forgive us through faith in Christ, 
then we have rejected God’s will, we’ve refused God’s salvation and we are outside of his family. 
 
We need to hear the challenge of this parable and “Turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus.” Acts 20:21  
 
b) Our Past doesn’t need to Exclude Us 
But the second truth from this parable is the good news that our past doesn’t need to keep us out of God’s kingdom.  No 
matter what we’ve done or not done; no matter what mess we’ve made, what bad decisions we’ve taken - if we genuinely 
come to God with sincere repentance and put our faith in Jesus – then God will not turn us away.  “A broken and contrite 
heart, O God, you will not despise." Psalm 51:17  
 
He will accept us through our faith in Christ.  He will wash us clean.  He will clothe us with the righteousness of Christ.  He 
will declare us accepted as a child in his family, and we will be able to celebrate the eternal security of knowing that we’ve 
been brought into his family and that nothing and no-one can ever separate us from his love. 
 
It doesn’t matter who we are, whether we’ve been deeply religious or openly rebellious, the way to the kingdom of God is 
open.  Because Jesus, his life, his death and his resurrection, “
Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” Romans 10:13 
 
Conclusion 
God is not fooled by religious respectability.  But neither is he pushed away by open rebellion.  He loves us as we are and he 
longs for us to come into his kingdom through sincere repentance and faith in his Son.  This is the Father’s will.  Are we 
willing to do what he wants and come to him today and receive his salvation? 
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