Reflection for the Website – Sunday 27th September 2026 – Trinity 17A

28 “What do you think? A man had two sons; he went to the first and said, “Son, go and work in the vineyard today.” 29 He answered, “I will not”; but later he changed his mind and went. 30 The father went to the second and said the same; and he answered, “I go, sir”; but he did not go. 31 Which of the two did the will of his father?’ They said, ‘The first.’ Jesus said to them, ‘Truly I tell you, the tax-collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of 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 after you saw it, you did not change your minds and believe him”.  Matthew 21:28-32

The setting for today’s parable is in Jerusalem, in the final week before Jesus’ crucifixion. He’s been engaged in a dispute with the religious leaders, who have been challenging him as to what authority he has to teach in the temple, and this parable is part of his response to them. In it, Jesus illustrates some of what he’s said previously, about which kinds of people will gain entry to God’s kingdom, by using the two sons and their differing responses to their father’s request. 

One of the sons, when asked by his father to go and work in the vineyard, says that he will, but fails to do so; whilst the other, though initially refusing his father’s request, changes his mind and later goes and does as he’s been asked. Jesus follows up this story by asking the religious leaders a question that they can’t evade: “Which of the two did the will of his father?” The chief priests and elders cannot but admit that it’s the son who, however rudely he refuses his father’s request at first, does eventually go into the vineyard to work, who in the end does his father’s will – that practical action counts for more than empty promises or rituals, and that those who are able to change their minds and their lives in response to God’s call are the true followers of God. And this admission leaves the way clear for Jesus to launch into an attack on the leaders who are opposing the Gospel message, saying: “Truly I tell you, the tax-collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of you”. As at other points in the Gospel, Jesus’ words point to a reversal of the expected ordering of things when it comes to the Kingdom of God – it’s not the priests and elders, secure in their positions, who’ll be at the head of the queue for the Kingdom, we’re being told, but rather the despised and marginalised groups – such as tax collectors and prostitutes – who are more responsive to the teaching of both John and Jesus. 

The parable still presents challenges today for established Christians who have maybe become a bit complacent. For we’re all called to work in God’s vineyard, we’re all invited to do our bit to build up God’s Kingdom and welcome other people into that Kingdom, and to rejoice when that happens – even if it means changing or adding to some of what we’re used to in our church life. 

We end with a prayer that we may all respond genuinely and actively to that call: 
We open ourselves again to Your call,
determined to do what we promise,
to follow Your Way,
to embody Your Truth
to share Your Life.
And to do it all with thanksgiving and praise.
Amen.
