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Most scholars regard Ezekiel as perhaps the freakiest of all the prophets.  He was 

among the Babylonian Exiles when he had his first visions of God (1:1-28).  He is the 

one who had a vision of the valley of dry bones when ‘the hand of the LORD’ came upon 

him (37:1).  In fact, the hand of the LORD was upon him from the very beginning of his 

career. 

The word of the LORD came to him too, many times. 

So, it’s no surprise that the word of the LORD came to him once again in today’s 

reading.  What is surprising, at least to those who first heard this announcement, is that 

the LORD has freed the nation-in-exile of the notion that God punishes the innocent. 

As far back as Exodus, Israelites had been taught that the next generation suffers 

for the sins of the preceding generation, and that thought stems from these verses: 

I the LORD your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of 

parents, to the third and the fourth generation of those who reject me, but 

showing steadfast love to the thousandth generation of those who love me and 

keep my commandments (Exodus 20:5b-6). 

As we know, context is everything.  God spoke those words while giving the Ten 

Commandments and refers to the making and worshipping of idols.  Punishment for that 

offense extended only so far – a maximum of four generations in the guilty household – 

and very specifically applied only to those who rejected God. 

It was a widespread belief.  Other cultures such as the Hittites also believed that 

the penalty for sin was suffered by the sinner, his family, and subsequent generations.  

Over time, this belief led to the proverb about sour grapes, and the people began 

using it out of context, claiming that any transgression by one’s parents might come to 

haunt you too. 

God, through Ezekiel, finally said ‘enough.’1  The issue of judgement and 

repentance within the lifetime of a single individual or generation stays with them. 
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But the people wanted to know, ‘Why should not the son suffer for the iniquity of 

the father?’  God said, don’t be nasty; only ‘the person who sins shall die’ (18:19-20). 

The people said that was unfair.  And to that, God said, are you kidding?  You’re 

the ones avoiding responsibility for your sins; don’t lay that on your children. 

The LORD also said, ‘when the wicked turn away from the wickedness they have 

committed and do what is lawful and right, they shall save their life’ (18:27).  Remember 

last week’s discussion of deathbed confessions?  This verse seems to validate them. 

For God, it seems justice and fairness have no timetable or expiration date. 

John the Baptist once wondered if Jesus was the ‘one who is to come,’ or did they 

have wait for another (11:3).  He only ever heard about what Jesus was doing; he never 

had the chance to see for himself that Jesus always spoke with authority. 

In the Gospel reading, the chief priests and elders came to Jesus as he was 

teaching and asked him by what authority could he do these things, and who gave him 

this authority anyway?  The teachers I know would laugh at that, given how many hoops 

they had to jump through to achieve their authority to teach. 

They’re good questions, though, and we can find the answers at the beginning of 

the chapter.  When Jesus entered Jerusalem, for example, the crowd called him Son of 

David and prophet (21:9-11).  He himself claimed to know God’s will when he entered 

the Temple and overturned the money changer’s tables (21:12-13).  In these verses, 

Matthew showed us that Jesus’ authority came from both the people and from God. 

As is typical of Jesus, he often responded to a question with a question of his own.  

This was a common form of debate, designed to establish the truth of a matter.2 

His question about the origin of John’s baptism of repentance kind of tripped up 

the chief priests and elders but it did lead to the truth – the truth about them.  They knew 

that either way they answered, they would be in trouble with someone. 

So, to split the difference, they said, ‘We do not know.’ 

That answer revealed an unwillingness to commit and a refusal to make an 

otherwise legitimate confession of faith. 

Jesus said he wasn’t about to answer their questions and then told a story about a 

man with two sons.  Neither son did the will of his father, but – and it’s a big but – the 

first son repented and went out to the vineyard to work after saying he would not. 
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Notice that neither son was punished.  Jesus told this story only to establish who 

did the will of the father, and it turned out to be the son who repented. 

What are we to make of all this? 

 Two sons exercised their free will in their relationship with their father. 

We exercise our free will all the time, either for ourselves or in the context of our 

family life, or with our friends, and even in our business relationships. 

Let’s say we want to know what’s for dinner.  We look at our options and decide.  

Sometimes, it’s mac & cheese.  Sometimes, we’ll cook up an elaborate meal or maybe 

just decide to call out for pizza.  Every now and then, we might choose to have ice cream 

for dinner.  Either way, what we want is usually what we get. 

But then there are times when we regret our choice.  We repent and tell ourselves 

we’ll never eat that again.  Gas station sushi, I’m looking at you. 

In our house, when we get so hungry we can’t make a decision, we say we’re 

‘flatworming.’  Not deciding is an expedient but is never a good long-term option, and 

you’re still hungry.  But we are free to choose. 

Parenthetically, Matthew used the phrase kingdom of Heaven over thirty times to 

avoid using the divine name.  He used the phrase kingdom of God four times to imply that 

the kingdom is present in some way. 

In any case, both Jesus and John the Baptist proclaimed that for the repentant, the 

kingdom of Heaven has come near (4:17, 3:2). 

One should never presume having a place in the kingdom.3  Jesus said that not 

everyone will enter it (7:21); that it is nearly impossible for a rich person to enter (19:23); 

and that some scribes and Pharisees will prevent others from entering (23:13). 

Jesus makes it equally clear that one must enter the kingdom with a righteousness 

exceeding that of the scribes and Pharisees (5.20) and with the humility of a child (18:3).  

One must enter the kingdom through faith (21:32), and by doing the will of God (21:31). 

The chief priests and elders saw for themselves what Jesus was doing.  They 

knew.  They understood the origin of his authority, and even then, they did not change 

their minds and believe him.  Thus, the tax collectors and prostitutes would enter the 

kingdom of God ahead of them.  The last shall be first once again. 

Amen. 
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1 Jeremiah used the proverb too (31:29-20). 
2 W.F. Albright and C. S. Mann.  Matthew (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1971), 260. 
3 Thomas, John Christopher. “The Kingdom of God in the Gospel According to Matthew.” New Testament 
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