
Last week we learned how the anticipated king is here, but the people
were not ready. Although the triumphal entry rightly announced that
the king is here, the thievery of the temple and the fruitless fig tree
proved that the people were not ready. This theme, that the people were
not ready, is highlighted again today when the religious elite ask Jesus
about his authority. This week’s passage, however, doesn’t merely
repeat last week’s, it builds on it in at least two ways: 1) We learn why
the people were not ready, and 2) we learn the result of not being ready.

We could summarize the main point of today’s passage as follows: the
religious elite’s love for power and position and their fear of man leads
them to miss the Messiah and his kingdom. The result is devastating. As
we study this passage, I hope that we would evaluate our life: what are
we seeking in life? I also hope that regardless of our heart’s direction
before this service, we would leave today readying ourselves for Jesus’s
coming.

Let’s now investigate this idea together.

The Religious Elite Love Power more than the Messiah (Matthew 21:23-27)
Jesus entered Jerusalem on a young donkey to the shouts of Hosanna.
Everything about Palm Sunday showed us that the long-awaited king is
here. Then, Jesus cleansed the temple and judged a fruitless fig tree.
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Everything about Monday indicated that the people are not ready, and
several details about verses 23-27 highlight this same theme.

First, notice verse 23. The religious elite are confused at Jesus’
teaching. Verse 23 tells us that they question Jesus “as he was
teaching,” not “after he was teaching.” Their confusion moves them to
interruption. The religious elite has seen Jesus do authoritative deeds.
He judged the economics of the temple (12-13) and healed the blind
and the lame (14). Now, they are hearing him teach the people with
authority, and they are utterly confused. In other words, Jesus does
not fit their mold of religious faithfulness. Religious devotion and
faithfulness to them look like the opposite of Jesus. Now let’s be more
specific. Jesus has just cleansed the temple of thievery, healed blind
people, and told lame people to walk, and the religious elite is
confused about his authority. Healing the oppressed and judging the
oppressor does not fit their religious paradigm. Rather, Jesus would
be a much better religious authority if respected the oppressors and
ignored the oppressed. Church family, the religious elite are not ready
for the Messiah. 

Second, their questions indicate that they are not ready (23). They ask
by what authority Jesus does these deeds (cleanse the temple and
heal), and who gave Jesus this authority (23)? Let’s be clear: the
answer to these questions should be obvious, but the answer is far
from obvious to the religious elite. Let’s remember that they
previously saw Jesus’ deeds and heard his words and concluded that
he was demon-possessed (Matthew 9:33-34). These questions prove
that the religious elite is not ready. 

Third, their reply to Jesus’ question about John’s baptism indicates
that they are not ready (25-26). Jesus tells them that he’ll answer their
question if they first answer his (21:24-25). He asks if John was
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The parables provide us with three perspectives on the same
reality: the nature of true kingdom citizenship. 
The first two parables follow the same pattern, but the third
breaks the pattern.

baptized with a heavenly authority or an earthly authority. The
religious elite reason among themselves and realize that they are
trapped because they fear man more than the Messiah. If they say
from heaven, they will condemn themselves because they did not
believe him (25). If they say from the earth, they will anger the people
because they judged John to be a prophet (26). Let’s be clear: they
wouldn’t be trapped if their question was genuine. If they wanted to
know about Jesus’ authority, they’d answer the question honestly and
receive Jesus’ reply. 

We must analyze the nature of their reasoning (21:25-26). If they say
the baptism was from heaven, they are trapped because Jesus will ask
why they didn’t believe it. This situation would be a problem because
this answer would expose their hypocrisy. If they say it was from man,
they are trapped because the people believed him to be a prophet. In
this situation, the religious elite would lose their status in the eyes of
the crowds. In other words, they would lose the power that comes
with their status. In either situation, the religious elite’s love of power
is threatened by this question. The religious elite missed the Messiah
because they loved their position and power more than Jesus. 

The Crescendo of Three Parables (Matthew 21:28-32)
Jesus responded to this reality with three parables. Before we study
the content of these parables, let’s first make some general
comments on them. 
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Matthew is the only gospel writer to group these three parables
together at this moment of the narrative, and the purpose is to
emphasize the reality of true kingdom citizenship. 

With these overarching points in mind, let’s analyze these parables. 

True Kingdom Workers Believe God’s Word (21:28-32): This first parable
is concise and to the point. A father asked his two sons to work in the
vineyard: one says no but goes and works. The other says yes but
doesn’t go and work (28-30). Jesus asked the religious elite which
obeyed (31), and the religious elite answer (21:31).  

Jesus’ interpretation of the parable is significant: true kingdom
citizenship is not defined by birthright or checking off religious duties
but is based on a trust in the Lord that leads to obedience. Notice
what true kingdom citizenship is not. 1) It is not the religion on the
religious elite: checking off religious duties for the sake of power and
position. 2) It is not the religion of the crowds: following Jesus
because he gives you stuff like making you feel good. 3) It is not the
religion of some who say they trust Jesus but do not care about
following him. True kingdom citizenship is marked by a faith that
leads to obedience. Anyone can have this faith, including prostitutes
and tax collectors. 

True Kingdom Workers Produce Fruit (21:33-44): The second parable
provides another perspective on true kingdom citizenship (21:33-44).
Jesus explains how a man planted a vineyard and leased it to tenants
(21:33). The tenants refused to give the owner his fruit and even killed
his servants and his son in the process (21:33-40). Like the first
parable, Jesus asks the religious elite what the master will do to the
tenants (21:40), and again, the religious elite answer correctly: he’ll
kill them and find new tenants (41). 
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Jesus’ interpretation again is significant. First, Jesus explains that the
Lord builds his kingdom in unexpectant ways. He quotes Psalm 118:22
to prove this point.

       The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone;
       this was the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes?

As mentioned last week, Psalm 118 was sung at Israel’s festivals. It was
a constant reminder at these festivals that God builds his kingdom in
unexpected ways. Judaism associates this rejected cornerstone with
David, the unexpectant king whom God used to build his kingdom (See
Targum Psalm 118:22). The Jews preferred Saul over David for his
statue and physical presence, but God would not build his kingdom
through Saul. He would build it through David. Jesus understands this
verse to be a model for his ministry. Jesus is the true Son of David who
has come to build God’s kingdom, but just as no one expected David to
be the king, so no one expected Jesus to be the king. God builds his
kingdom in unexpected ways. 

Second, Jesus’ upcoming rejection is the Lord’s doing. Truly, the
religious elite is to blame for rejecting Jesus, but we would be deadly
mistaken to assume that this rejection was somehow out of God’s
control. It is a deadly mistake to think that God didn’t control the
events of the cross. We must remember the main point of our Genesis
42-50 sermons: what man intends for evil God intends for good
(Genesis 50:20). Joseph’s brothers intended evil when they threw him
into a pit, ignored his pleas for help, and then decided to sell him as a
slave, but God intended good. He intended to save nations through
Joseph. Similarly, the religious elite has planned evil against Jesus, to
kill him, but God intends good. To exalt him as the savior of his
people: people from all nations. Church family, the rejection of Jesus
is God’s doing – he controls the cross, no one else (21:42). 
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Third, the religious elite’s rejection of Jesus initiates a dramatic shift
in God’s redemptive plan. In the OT, the kingdom was present among
ethnic people and enshrined by cultural laws such as circumcision and
the celebration of the Sabbath. In other words, salvation and being
Jewish were closely related. This reality was a shadow of a greater
reality that was about to take place: Jesus as the true Israel of God
building a new nation made up of people not united by birthright but
by the fact that they produce fruit (21:44). True Kingdom citizenship is
marked by fruit production. 

True Kingdom Workers Wear Proper Attire (22:1-14): This third
parable provides us with another perspective of kingdom citizenship.
Jesus explains how a king invited guests to his son’s wedding, but the
guests did not attend (5-6). In anger, the king invited new guests who
came but one was not ready. He did not wear a wedding garment (12),
so the king had him thrown out. 

Interestingly, after speaking the first two parables, Jesus asked the
religious elite a question. He does not do that here. Rather, after
speaking the parable, he simply interprets it. This breaking of the
pattern is important. By muting their voice, Jesus moves his attention
from them to the audience. In a sense, this muting of them indicates

the scary reality that their fate is sealed. Instead, Jesus redirects the
attention to us: what are we seeking in life? Jesus says, 

       “For many are called, but few are chosen” (Matthew 22:14).

Let’s notice several details here. First, Jesus controls all things
including salvation. Jesus cited Psalm 118:22 earlier to explain how his
rejection was the Lord’s doing (21:42), and Jesus returns to a similar
idea here. Kingdom citizens are never citizens by accident, and that
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reality comforts us deeply. What a comforting word to sinners like you
and me and the kingdom citizens of Matthew 21 and 22. Let’s
remember the context here, church family. The kingdom citizens just
mentioned are tax collectors and prostitutes. The religious elite judge
these people as sinners and unworthy of care (see a passage like Luke
7:36-40). Thus, it is quite easy for the tax collectors and prostitutes to
doubt their kingdom citizenship. It is very easy for us to say, “Look at
my sin, I cannot be a kingdom citizen. Did I get here by accident?”
That possibility is dispelled by Matthew 22:14: all kingdom citizens are
chosen by God!

Second, this detail explains to us the nature of membership in God’s
kingdom. Many are called to the wedding feast, but membership in
this community is reserved for those who produce fruit, or in this
context, wear the proper attire (21:12). This reality should, again,
comfort us, church family. Sometimes we wonder if we are elect of
God. The Bible uses terminology like predestination, chosen, and
election on purpose, and the purpose of this language is to comfort us
as already mentioned. Yet, some are terrified by this language. Yet,
this passage is extremely comforting. It links the identity of the
chosen to the work of fruit production. In other words, God’s people
are God’s people because of God’s grace and this grace moves u to
produce fruit! This is what God’s grace does. Do you want to know if
you’ve received God’s grace and if you are chosen by God? Look at
your life. Do you produce fruit? Of course, we do not produce perfect
fruit, but we do produce fruit, nonetheless. Let’s ask this question:
why didn’t you submit yourself to that temptation you were so
tempted to do this week? You didn’t do it because you are a Christian!
You see our good works prove to ourselves that we’ve received grace
because we wouldn’t and couldn’t do these works otherwise! 
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Increased Tension 
These three parables function to escalate the tension of Holy Week by
defining for us the nature of true kingdom citizenship. True kingdom
citizenship is marked by a faith that works (21:28-32), produces fruit
(21:33-41), and wears the proper attire (22:1-14). The tension rises
throughout these parables because the religious elite realize more
deeply Jesus’ opinion of them. In the first parable, the religious elite are
outside of the kingdom; in the second, they are broken and killed by the
cornerstone, and in the third, they go to hell (22:13)!

Why do they suffer this fate? They are outside of the kingdom because
they love their power and position more than Jesus. Let’s examine our
own life today? What do we seek? What would you sin to keep or sin to
get? What do you worry about? Is there something in your life that if you
had, then everything would be better? Your answer to these questions
indicates to us what we prioritize. All of us at times have our lives
misdirected, but if you truly trust Jesus and have truly repented from
your sin, then you are safe. You can ask these questions honestly and
when you discover idols in your heart, simply crucify them. Put them to
death and follow Jesus. Of course, we are warned that those who love
power and position and other things more than Jesus miss Jesus. We are
also comforted. God calls us to prioritize what is best: life with Jesus. 

Perhaps there is a non-Christian here today. Would you 
come to Jesus by trusting that he really died for you 
and turning from your sins? If you are committing 
to follow Jesus today, please let us know. We want to 
care for you and disciple you throughout this process. 
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Prayer
God, give us grace to follow you above all and draw the lost
to you today. We pray these things in Jesus’ name, amen.


