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Matthew 21:23-32 
Have you ever heard it said that Jesus came to turn the world upside down? These two passages of Scripture, somewhat unrelated to each other, both attest to this reality. Just when we thought we understood, just when we thought we were getting it right, Jesus comes along and says, “Hold on there, that is not what I meant!”. 
I think that so much of the time we tend to believe that we think the way Jesus does, and He thinks the way we do. But then, along comes this interaction He has with others, and it makes us stop to reconsider.
In the first passage for today, Jesus is talking to the religious leaders. They had actually approached him. They were not very happy with Jesus because He was saying a lot of things that threatened their comfortable world order. There was an established hierarchy in the temple, and too often for their liking, Jesus called attention to these things. Jesus did not support hierarchy and rank. He strove for equality. So in their defensiveness, they questioned Jesus' authority.
“Jesus, by whose authority do you do the things that you are doing and teaching?” 
Jesus knew what they were up to. They were trying to trick Him. He would not be caught in their trap. And so He said to them, “If you answer my question, I will answer yours. Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human origin?”
The religious authorities thought about His question to them and the consequences of their response. So as not to incriminate themselves, they finally said to Jesus, “We do not know.”
And to them Jesus said, “Then neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things.”
Sometimes it seems that when we consider the state of religion in Jesus' time, we get this impression that there are two distinct groupings. One is where there is a great deal of official piety. Formal religion is practiced within the constraint of lots of rules and regulations. People in this group believe that they are very righteous. They feel they have no need to see forgiveness. They are in place to keep others in place. 
The other group is among those who have no religious pretensions, tax collectors, and prostitutes. There is all sorts of spiritual hunger among members of this group. There is a readiness to respond to God's love and grace, and forgiveness. 
The community of the church is an odd thing even today. In any given congregation, there are all sorts of groupings. There are those members for whom the church, its affairs, its organization, its internal politics, its petty power struggles become everything. The danger is that these things can become a substitute for faith. Internal politics and power struggles consume these members' time, energy and focus. There are many congregations where this internal focus and struggle is destroying their faith community.
Secondly, there are those who have all the answers and none of the questions. They do all the talking and none of the listening. They know the mind of God on all matters and the goal is to get the rest of us to get on board the righteousness train. 
But also, in any given congregation, there are those who are seeking....those who are questioning, those who are curious. They have had a glimpse, or a taste, or a nudge, and they are on a spiritual quest. Their focus is to learn more about God, and to experience more of God. Their time and energy is spent on listening, studying, learning, contemplating and discussing matters of faith.
It is important to continue to remember that Jesus came to turn the world upside down...the first shall be last and the last shall be first...this is not just a cute saying...it means something very real. And so any of us who think we have arrived, who think we are in good shape, who think we have all the right answers, we should be very very careful. Much that is the way of God is counter- intuitive.
We need to continue to ask ourselves: are we teachable, are we open to other possibilities...new ways of seeing and understanding and seeing and listening. Yet, so many of us are so full of our own thoughts that we have no room for possibilities. We have God in a box and He fits, and it is comfortable, and we understand it like that, so just stand back. That is what those religious authorities were like and so Jesus, looking, acting, and teaching the way He did, did not fit into their box – how he was, threatened them. 
And God says if we want to be masters, we must first be servants. Are we really open to finding out that we don't in fact have all the answers, or that the answers we were so sure about, are indeed incorrect? Is that even possible? Why all these surprises?
-to be a servant first
-to be first, but come last?
-blessed are the meek?
-to welcome the drug addict, the prostitute, the outcast
And so in this second part of the passage, which Jesus is sharing with these religious leaders, Jesus tells a parable. Dad asks one son to do something for him. The son said no....he was too busy, too tired, not interested. But then, later on, the son went out and did what his father had asked him to do.
Later, the father asked his second son to do something for him. “Sure, no problem Dad”, said the boy. But he did not do it.
Jesus asks the religious authorities which of these two boys did the will of his father. They answered, “the first”....the one who initially said no but then went out and did the work his father had asked of him.
And this is where Jesus points his guns! “You religious people are in such trouble. Even the prostitutes and the tax collectors are going to get into heaven before you do. You know that John the Baptist came to you in the name of God, yet you did not believe him. But the prostitutes did. The tax collectors did. And what is worse, even after you saw John and the difference he was making in peoples' lives for God, you refused to believe him.”
You say you will do God's work, but you do not.
You refuse to see your own sin. You believe your life is beyond reproach. You feel you do not need to be forgiven. You refuse to examine your life. You are slow to repent.
You say 'yes' to God and then you go and do not do what He has asked of you.
Blessed are the meek for they shall inherit the kingdom of God.
Blessed are the poor in spirit
Blessed are those who mourn
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness
Blessed are those who are persecuted
God sent Jesus to turn the world upside down. 
May God give you the courage and conviction to examine your life this week, that you might take the time to do some reflection, examining your own life. How are you living the journey? Unlike the Pharisees, may you desire to know God more, and to reflect God's light into the world.
Amen
