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REPENTANCE FOR ALL 
Matthew 21:23-32 

Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost (Series A) 

September 27, 2020 

Trinity Free Lutheran Church, Grand Forks, ND 

The gospel lesson for the Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost comes from The Gospel 

According to Matthew, chapter 21, verses 23 through 32. In this gospel lesson, Jesus calls all 

people to repentance. Please stand as you are able for the Gospel. From Matthew 21, beginning 

at verse 23, we read in Jesus’ name. 

23 And when he entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people came up 

to him as he was teaching, and said, “By what authority are you doing these things, and 

who gave you this authority?” 24 Jesus answered them, “I also will ask you one question, 

and if you tell me the answer, then I also will tell you by what authority I do these things. 
25 The baptism of John, from where did it come? From heaven or from man?” And they 

discussed it among themselves, saying, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say to us, 

‘Why then did you not believe him?’ 26 But if we say, ‘From man,’ we are afraid of the 

crowd, for they all hold that John was a prophet.” 27 So they answered Jesus, “We do not 

know.” And he said to them, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things. 

28 “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.’ 29 And he answered, ‘I will not,’ but afterward he 

changed his mind and went. 30 And he went to the other son and said the same. And he 

answered, ‘I go, sir,’ but did not go. 31 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 

prostitutes go into the kingdom of God before you. 32 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 when you saw it, you did not afterward change your minds and 

believe him.” 

Father, these are your words. Sanctify us in the truth. Your Word is truth. Amen. 

You may be seated. 

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

 
You know what I hate? Hypocrites. They always think they’re better than everyone else. But 

they’re no different. In fact, I think they’re worse than the rest of us. So I’m glad I’m not a 

hypocrite. I’m glad I’m better than them. 

Let the hearer understand. 

And I should say, it’s not necessarily bad to be bothered by hypocrites. God is bothered by 

hypocrites. And a properly functioning conscience informs us, not only when we do something 

wrong, but also when someone else does something wrong. When sin occurs around us, it is 

good for us to be able to identify it as sin. That way we can avoid it, and we can call that person 

to repentance. But if we think the presence of sin in another person makes us better than them, 

we might be hypocrites. Even if you think you’re better than another person because of their 

hypocrisy, you might be a hypocrite. 

Let the hearer understand. 
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Sin is sneaky. Don’t ever forget it. Or, to be more specific, the devil is sneaky, and our sinful 

nature is sneaky. They will find all kinds of clever ways to tempt us to sin while also making us 

blind to that sin. That’s hypocrisy. The devil and our sinful flesh will use this proper function of 

our consciences, by which we recognize sin in others, and use it against us to tempt us to believe 

we are better than them. That’s hypocrisy. The thing about hypocrites is that they never really 

know it. So if you don’t think you’re a hypocrite, you might be a hypocrite. 

Well, goodness! What am I supposed to do about that, preacher? Suppose I search for this 

hidden hypocrisy in my life. Suppose I even find it and get rid of it. But then I’ll just think I’m 

better than other people, because I got rid of the hypocrisy, and I’m right back where I started. 

Yep. Perhaps we are beginning to understand the problem. The devil is sneaky, and our sinful 

flesh is sneaky. Don’t ever forget it. That means you will not find the solution within yourself. 

 
What we need is repentance. And we need a proper understanding of repentance. 

The Old Testament word for repentance (ׁשּוב) means to turn. The New Testament word 

(μετάνοια or, in this parable, μεταμέλομαι) means a change of mind. Both words help us get at 

the proper understanding of what Christian repentance is. 

Repentance is turning from sin and unbelief to faith in Christ. That’s what repentance is. 

Turning from sin and unbelief to faith in Christ. 

And did you notice what I left out of that definition? Good works. The natural way to think 

of repentance is that it is a turning from sin to good works. If sin is the problem, doing good 

works instead must be the solution. Wrong! That’s not just the natural way to think of 

repentance. It’s really the sinful and unbelieving way to think of repentance. Good works are not 

a part of our repentance. In fact, thinking of good works as a part of our repentance is really 

another form of unbelief. Repentance is turning from sin and unbelief to faith in Jesus Christ. 

Or another way to put it, and this is the way our Lutheran confessions state it,  

Strictly speaking, repentance consists of two parts. One part is contrition, that is, terrors 

striking the conscience through the knowledge of sin. The other part is faith, which is 

born of the Gospel or the Absolution and believes that for Christ’s sake, sins are forgiven. 

It comforts the conscience and delivers it from terror. Then good works are bound to 

follow, which are the fruits of repentance. (Augsburg Confession, Article XII, 3-6) 

That’s the textbook definition. Remember what the two parts are? Contrition and faith. If you 

go to any Lutheran church—this should be true of any Christian church, but at least any Lutheran 

church—and the pastor asks, “What is repentance?” answer, “Contrition and faith,” and that 

should satisfy him. It is contrition over sin and faith in Jesus Christ. 

And, again, did you notice what’s missing from that definition of repentance? Good works. 

Repentance consists of two parts: contrition and faith, not good works. But it’s not like we’re 

opposed to good works; not at all. We like good works. There’s a reason we call them “good.” 

We just want to put good works in their proper place. Good works “are the fruit of repentance.” 

They come after contrition and faith. 

There are at least a couple of reasons why it’s necessary to add the statement about good 

works following repentance. First, we want to make sure that no one thinks we just accidentally 

forgot to mention them. The sinful flesh will always try to sneak good works into repentance. By 

placing good works after repentance we make it clear that we didn’t just forget about them. We 

intentionally left them out of our definition of repentance. The second reason I can think of why 

it’s necessary to add the statement about good works following repentance is that we still care 
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about good works. Repentance necessarily results in good works, even if good works are not part 

of repentance. “Faith without works is dead” (James 2:17). Good works follow repentance 

It is absolutely essential to be clear that our good deeds are not part of our repentance. They 

can’t be. For one thing, we don’t actually cause our repentance. We don’t turn ourselves. We 

don’t create contrition and faith in our hearts. How does contrition happen? Through the Law of 

God, which gives the knowledge of sin. And how does faith happen? It “is born of the Gospel.” 

The Holy Spirit works repentance through the Word of God: contrition by the Law; faith by the 

Gospel. So repentance is not even our own doing. 

Furthermore, if good works were part of repentance, we would never have enough, and the 

only people who would think they have enough would be hypocrites. 

Good works are good. But if we put them in the wrong place—if we make them part of 

repentance—then they actually become detrimental to faith. That sounds weird. How can good 

works be detrimental to faith? If we think of our good works as being part of our repentance, 

then we are trusting our own good works to make us acceptable to God. That’s trusting in 

ourselves instead of trusting in Jesus. It is because of Christ’s work, and only because of Christ’s 

work, that you are acceptable to God. If you think your good works play some part—any part—

in making you acceptable to God, you are trusting the wrong person. Trusting your good works 

really amounts to faith in yourself, which is not faith in Jesus, and so it’s not repentance. It’s just 

a pious-looking form of unbelief. 

 
This is what we see in the Gospel lesson today. The chief priests and the elders had the 

outward appearance of righteousness. But they did not believe John the Baptist when he called 

them to repentance, and they did not believe in Jesus. But the tax collectors and prostitutes, who 

had no outward appearance of righteousness, believed John, and they believed in Jesus (21:32). 

They had repentance, so they go into the kingdom of God before the priests and elders (21:31). 

 
This incident takes place on Monday of Holy Week, and that’s important to the context. 

Throughout Jesus’ entire earthly life we see his mission of the cross unfolding, but it’s especially 

apparent during Holy Week. On Sunday of Holy Week, which we often refer to as Palm Sunday, 

Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a small donkey while crowds hailed him as the Messiah (21:9). This 

stirred up some attention. Then he entered the temple and drove out the money-changers and 

merchants. This did more than stir up attention. It ticked off some powerful people. And that 

actually seems to be what Jesus was going for. If someone is supposed to kill you, you need to 

make them mad first. Then on Monday he goes back to the temple to teach. So the chief priests 

and elders say, “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” 

(21:23). In other words, “Who do you think you are? What gives you the right to flip over our 

tables? And who said you can teach here? Do you have a permit for this?” These are the 

powerful people Jesus ticked off the day before. They’re in charge of the temple, or so they 

think, and they certainly didn’t give Jesus permission to do any of this. They’re wondering who 

did. 

Jesus refuses to answer their question, or so it seems, unless they answer his question first. 

Jesus wants to pin them down on the issue of John’s Baptism. Was it from heaven or from man? 

John, by the way, was dead by now. He preached publicly against Herod, who was the closest 

thing Israel had to a king at the time, so Herod arrested him and eventually cut off his head. 

The priests and elders also did not like John very much, and John didn’t seem to like them 

either. John called them to repentance, but they didn’t really think they needed it (3:7-10). 
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Now, when Jesus presses them, they don’t know how to answer. They didn’t believe John’s 

preaching, so they can’t admit that his Baptism was from heaven, but the people considered John 

to be a prophet, and they want to save face with the people, so they’re stuck. They have to say, 

“We don’t know” (21:27). And so Jesus refuses to answer their question (21:27), except, in a 

way he did. By bringing up John he implies that his authority comes from the same place they 

refuse to admit John’s authority came from, that is: heaven. They want to know which of the 

other priests gave Jesus permission to teach in the temple, but Jesus’ authority is far above that of 

the priests. After all, this is his Father’s house (John 2:16; Luke 2:49). Jesus’ authority is from 

heaven, and that’s what he implies by bringing up John. 

But he’s a little cagey about it. Jesus often does this. And it’s not because he’s deceptive. Nor 

is he afraid of the religious leaders. He knows they’re going to kill him, and he welcomes it, but 

it needs to happen at the right time. So he often says just enough to imply that he is the Christ 

and the Son of God without giving them quite enough to hang him for it. And it drives them 

crazy! But Jesus is getting closer. Throughout the rest of Holy Week, he’ll poke them in the eye 

a few more times so that he can earn a special Passover ticket to the cross. That is the day 

appointed from the foundation of the world for Jesus to be crucified. 

 
So Jesus tells a parable. It’s the first in a series of three parables specifically given to insult 

the religious leaders. 

The parable is about two sons. The first son seems disobedient at first, but later repents. The 

second son seems obedient at first, but it’s just a show; he really has no regard for his father. 

Then Jesus asks the priests and elders which son did the will of the father. The answer is 

obvious: the first. And this is how the priests and elders answer. 

Then Jesus catches them in their words and insults them. It’s really a harsh burn. He reveals 

that they are the second son, who disregards their father, while the prostitutes and tax collectors 

are the first son. 

The tax collectors and prostitutes have no outward appearance of righteousness. They’re like 

the son who says, “No,” at first. But then John the Baptist came along preaching repentance and 

baptizing for the forgiveness of sins (Mark 1:4; Luke 3:3), and they believed him. And since they 

believed John, they also believe in Jesus, because John told them to believe in Jesus. They are 

the first son, the one who seems disobedient at first, but then does the will of the father. 

But the religious leaders—the chief priests and elders, sometimes called the Sadducees and 

Pharisees or a few other titles—they had every outward appearance of righteousness. But when 

John came, calling all people to repentance, they rejected him, so most of them also rejected 

Jesus. They are the second son, who seems obedient at first, but really has no regard for the 

father. 

Jesus says, “Truly, I say to you, the tax collectors and prostitutes go into the kingdom of God 

before you” (21:32). And why do the tax collectors and prostitutes go in? Because they believed 

(21:32). This is the will of God: that you believe in Jesus. 

And this is where we see in this parable what repentance really is. And this is interesting. 

Notice the shift between the parable and reality. In the parable, the distinction is between what 

the two sons say and what they do. But when Jesus applies it to real life, the distinction is 

between what a person does and what a person believes. In the parable the second son talks a big 

game, but has no actions. And this corresponds to those who play a big game in real life, but 

have no faith. Faith is the substance, and works are just a façade. The will of God is that we 

believe in Jesus, that we believe he is the Son of God who died and rose again, and that we trust 
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his work instead of our own. Righteousness comes only through faith in Christ. So if you trust in 

your own works, you only have a façade of righteousness. You’re like the son who says he does 

the will of the father but doesn’t. 

This is the irony of faith. If a person works their entire life to please God, that person does 

not accomplish the will of God, and God is not pleased with them. But “the one who does not 

work but believes in him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness” (Rom. 

4:5). The one who believes is the one who does the will of God. Or, to put it a slightly better 

way, and this explains why this is true: Jesus is really the only one who has ever done the will of 

God. To believe in him is simply to trust that he has accomplished the will of God in our place. 

So God is pleased with you, not because of your good works, and not even because your faith is 

all that great. He is pleased with you on account of Jesus Christ, whom you trust in for salvation. 

He is pleased with you because Jesus accomplished his will. And in this passage that meant 

sticking it in the eye of the priests and elders and continuing to do so for the rest of that week 

until they got so fed up with his calls for repentance that they decide to kill him. For this was the 

will of God from the foundation of the world, so that Jesus might bear the condemnation, not 

from man, but from God, for all our sins, including those sins we like to pretend are good works. 

 
Repentance is for all. It’s not just for tax collectors and prostitutes. It is also for those who 

appear to be righteous. Repent of your good works. That is, don’t stop doing them, but stop 

trusting in them. Trust in Jesus. Repent, today and every day. Turn from sin and unbelief, not to 

your own works, but to faith in Jesus Christ. Repent, today and every day. 

Don’t think, Oh, I repented twenty years ago. I felt really sorry for my sins, and I trusted in 

Jesus. I remember it vividly; I cried a lot. Since then I’ve just been trying to obey him. That’s not 

repentance. Repentance is contrition and faith every day. That’s the Christian life. You always 

have sin to confess, and you always have a Savior to trust in. The Christian life is contrition over 

our sin and faith in Jesus Christ every single day until our Father grants us a blessed end. Believe 

in him who accomplished the will of God on your behalf. Amen. 

 
Now may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in 

Christ Jesus (Phil. 4:7). Amen. 


