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Gotcha!
By Pastor Donald Neidigk
Matthew 21:23-27(28-32)
Series A, Pentecost 18, September 27, 2026
“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 changed his mind and went.” Matthew 21:28-29
	One of America’s favorite comedians was Groucho Marx.  In the 1950’s, Groucho was pressured by friends to join the Friars Club in New York. That was an exclusive hangout for famous people in show business.  But Groucho never went there after he joined.  Sometime later, he sent the Friars Club a resignation letter.  In the letter he said, “I don’t want to belong to any club that would accept me as one of its members.”
	In a funny way, it was as though Groucho was saying the Friars Club was full of snobby, self-righteous people, and he didn’t see himself that way.  He saw himself as just an ordinary comic that preferred the company of lowly people like himself.  So, he stayed away.  That’s why he resigned. Groucho is just the kind of person Jesus would love to have in his church.
	I suspect Groucho, who was Jewish, wouldn’t have spent much time at the Jerusalem temple, for the same reasons he resigned from the Friars Club. Those in charge of the temple were snobby and self-righteous and wanted nothing to do with common sinners. They especially didn’t want anything to do with John the Baptist, or Christ, who call us all to repentance.
	The chief priests and elders at the temple saw themselves as up on a pedestal, high above everyone else. They were greatly offended when on Palm Sunday, Jesus took a whip and drove the money changers and animal sellers out of the temple, proclaiming, 
My house shall be a house of prayer, but you have made it a den of robbers! (Luke 19:46) 
	“My house?”  Who was Jesus to say something like that? That didn’t set well with the chief priests and elders! They saw the temple as their house, their own special domain.  They had totally forgotten to whom it really belonged.  
	Years ago, at Pastor Neidigk’s church in Rio Rancho, a new member went exploring. First she went into the sacristy.  That’s where the altar supplies are kept. A longtime church member found her there and asked, “What are you doing in here?”  The new member quickly left, of course.  Later the new member went up into the choir loft.  The same longtime member followed her up there and said,“You can’t be up here.” 
	 Not surprisingly, soon after those incidents, the new member and her two high school age children, with whom Pastor Neidigk had been having confirmation classes, resigned from the church. Their experience is like the treatment Jesus got in the temple from the chief priests and the elders.
After Jesus threw the money changers and animal sellers out of the temple, something the chief priests and elders themselves should have done, they asked him, “By what authority do you do these things?” (v 23) Jesus replied, “I’ll tell where my authority comes from if you’ll tell me where John the Baptist got his.”  (vv 24-25)
	This was a perfect “gotcha” question.  If the chief priests and elders said John’s authority came from God, and since John had proclaimed Jesus the Lamb of God, Jesus would say, “Why then did you not believe him?”  Why didn’t you believe it when John said of me that I’m “the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world?” (John 1:29)
The crowds of ordinary people did believe John was from God.  So if the chief priests and elders said, “John’s authority came not from God but from man,” they’d have a rebellion on their hands.  So, like most politicians, they didn’t give a straight answer. They said, “We don’t know.”  So, Jesus replied, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things.” (v 27) Gotcha!
	Then Jesus tells a parable that contrasts the chief priests and elders with the ordinary sinners they despised.  A man has two sons.  He asks the first one to go and work in his vineyard.  The first son says, “No!”  But after he thinks about it, he changes his mind. Literally, “he repents", and he goes and works in the vineyard after all. The man asks his second son to do the same thing.  This son says, “Yes, I’ll go!”  But then he doesn’t. “Which one,” asks Jesus, “did the will of his father?”  (vv 28-31)
	The chief priests and elders who questioned Jesus’ authority correctly answer, “The first.”  Apparently, these guys don’t realize Jesus is talking about them. So Jesus makes his next “gotcha” point.
Truly, I say to you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes 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 prostitutes believed him. And even when you saw it, you did not afterward change your minds [repent] and believe him. (vv 31-32)
The chief priests and elders knew better. They had been called, appointed, and consecrated to their roles. They knew the Scriptures backwards and forwards. But they had no intention of repenting of their sins, believing in John and the Christ he pointed to, and actually going to work in God’s kingdom. They were complete frauds. 
On the other hand, the ordinary people - the tax collectors, the prostitutes, those cleansed of leprosy, the sick who had been healed, those who’d had their sight restored, the ones who’d had demons cast out and been restored to their right minds, everyone the chief priests and elders rejected – these had repented. They had believed in Christ and gone to work in God’s Kingdom.  It is these to whom Christ would one day say, “Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world.” (Matthew 25:34)
St. Bernard of Clairvaux, a 12th Century Christian scholar, is supposed to have written, “The road to hell is paved with good intentions.”  The chief priests and elders who confronted Jesus in the temple may once have had good intentions, but eventually their good intentions became selfish intentions. They had moved on to something ungodly.  
For them it had become, “What’s in it for me?”  If there was money and power in it for them, then that’s what they were interested in. Repentance, faith in Christ, going and working in the Kingdom of God – none of that was a priority for them.
Over the last half century Pastor Neidigk has baptized and confirmed dozens of people, mostly children, but also a number of adults. Most of the young people are no longer in church, any church.  They all had good intentions, they made all sorts of promises, but they’re gone. It’s a problem, and not a funny problem, but it does remind me of a joke. 
A pastor was complaining to another pastor about pigeons in his church steeple. They were noisy and made a mess. 
“I’ve tried everything, poison, spike strips, special screens, but I just can’t get rid of them,” said the first pastor.
The other pastor replied, “Why don’t you do what we did?  We had a pigeon problem too.  But we baptized and confirmed them, and haven’t seen any pigeons since.”
Frankly, one of the greatest joys a pastor can have is baptizing and confirming adults. Recently Pastor Neidigk heard from Dale, a member of his church in Kansas.  Dale is a welder. Before Pastor Neidigk met Dale he’d spent time in jail. In jail a visiting pastor came by one day and tried to share the Gospel with him.  Dale said he wasn’t interested and turned his back on him. But then Dale had second thoughts. He called the pastor back.  The pastor told him about Jesus and Dale believed.  
Sometime later, on a Sunday, Dale and his wife showed up at Pastor Neidigk’s church.  They wanted to be baptized. Pastor Neidigk took Dale and his wife through a membership class and baptized them both.  Today Dale is an active member of an LCMS church in Garden City, Kansas. He eagerly looks for opportunities to share with others the same Gospel that saved him.
He's like the first son in Jesus’ story.  First Dale said “No.”  Then he repented and said “Yes.”  Now he’s a faithful worker in God’s kingdom.  Which son are we like, the first one who said “No?” but later changed his mind and went to work? Or the second one who said “Yes” but never showed up?  God help us repent and say “Yes” to Jesus!
We pray:
Forgive our sins as we forgive, 
You taught us, Lord, to pray; 
But You alone can grant us grace 
To live the words we say.                                                                            (From LSB # 843, By Rosamond E. Herklots, public domain)
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Ezekiel 18:1-4, 25-32
1 The word of the LORD came to me: 2 “What do you mean by repeating this proverb concerning the land of Israel, ‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge’? 3 As I live, declares the Lord GOD, this proverb shall no more be used by you in Israel. 4 Behold, all souls are mine; the soul of the father as well as the soul of the son is mine: the soul who sins shall die.  . . . 
25 “Yet you say, ‘The way of the Lord is not just.’ Hear now, O house of Israel: Is my way not just? Is it not your ways that are not just? 26 When a righteous person turns away from his righteousness and does injustice, he shall die for it; for the injustice that he has done he shall die. 27 Again, when a wicked person turns away from the wickedness he has committed and does what is just and right, he shall save his life. 28 Because he considered and turned away from all the transgressions that he had committed, he shall surely live; he shall not die. 29 Yet the house of Israel says, ‘The way of the Lord is not just.’ O house of Israel, are my ways not just? Is it not your ways that are not just?
30 “Therefore I will judge you, O house of Israel, every one according to his ways, declares the Lord GOD. Repent and turn from all your transgressions, lest iniquity be your ruin. 31 Cast away from you all the transgressions that you have committed, and make yourselves a new heart and a new spirit! Why will you die, O house of Israel? 32 For I have no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Lord GOD; so turn, and live.”
Philippians 2:1-18
1 So if there is any encouragement in Christ, any comfort from love, any participation in the Spirit, any affection and sympathy, 2 complete my joy by being of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. 3 Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves. 4 Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others. 
[5 Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, 6 who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7 but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. 8 And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. 9 Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, 10 so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11 and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.
12 Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence but much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, 13 for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure.]
14 Do all things without grumbling or disputing, 15 that you may be blameless and innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and twisted generation, among whom you shine as lights in the world, 16 holding fast to the word of life, so that in the day of Christ I may be proud that I did not run in vain or labor in vain. 17 Even if I am to be poured out as a drink offering upon the sacrificial offering of your faith, I am glad and rejoice with you all. 18 Likewise you also should be glad and rejoice with me.
Matthew 21:23-32
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.
[bookmark: _Hlk146461746]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 will 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.


