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INTRODUCTION  

1. Illustration: If there’s one thing this week has taught our 

country it’s that things aren’t always as they initially appear. 

When I went to bed Tuesday night, I was pretty confident who 

the next president would be. Since then, that confidence has 

slowly eroded and is currently non-existent. 

This may be a severe understatement, but I’ll say it 

anyway: we live in strange times. COVID-19 restrictions, 

mail-in voting, and many other circumstances have made 

this year’s election arguably the most unconventional (and 

controversial) in our nation’s history.  

I say all this because I think there is a parallel between 

what we’ve seen in the election process this week and what 

we see in Matthew 21:23-32. 

Initial appearances are often poor indicators of what’s 

really there. 

And yet my own flesh, with its own set of biases, often 

leads me to conclude the opposite. I know what I want to 

believe about someone or something. I know how I want 

things to happen. And so when there’s the mere 

appearance of something confirming what I believed 

beforehand, I count it as proof-positive that my 

preconceptions were true. The worst part is that when it’s 

later shown that there’s evidence (even substantial 

evidence) to the contrary, it’s very difficult to look past the 

initial appearance because my mind is already made up.  

Ever been there? 

Our flesh leads us to fall for and be content with the initial 

appearance of things. Of course this isn’t a new problem, 

it’s a sin problem, and so it’s been around a long time. 

Which leads us to this passage’s main idea: 

2. Proposition: Because the Lord is never fooled by 

appearances, lay hold of the authentic righteousness 

Christ gives by regretting your sin, believing in the 

gospel, and doing the will of the Father.  

FALSE FAITH AND AUTHENTIC RIGHTEOUSNESS 

If you’ve been following along the last couple weeks, you’ll know 

that this isn’t the first time Jesus calls out the religious leaders for 

their hypocrisy – and it won’t be the last.  

Remember the fig tree last week? It didn’t have any fruit so Jesus 

zapped it. Of course, Jesus didn’t do this because he was hangry; 

he did it because the tree represented more than itself. It was a 

living picture of Israel’s hypocrisy – specifically the hypocrisy of 

Israel’s leaders. At first glance, they may appear pious, but under 

closer scrutiny, the lot of them bear no genuine spiritual fruit. 

Spiritually speaking they are as useful as a fruitless fig tree. 

Their false faith as pictured by the fig tree stands in stark contrast 

to true faith manifested in believing, mountain-moving prayer. 

In these verses that follow (vv. 23-32), the false, hypocritical faith 

of Israel’s leaders is again on display, but this time in a very real, 

rather than metaphorical, way.  

But our Lord is never fooled by initial appearances. In today’s 

passage we’ll learn that 

False faith fixates on what things look like, but authentic faith 

focuses on the way things are.  
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1. Three ways the religious leaders fixated on the way 

things look  

a. They attempted to trap Jesus [v. 23]  

It’s holy week in Jerusalem and just a few days prior, Jesus 

caused a stir flipping tables in the temple and chastising 

the religious elite for their… hypocrisy. And now that same 

rabble-rouser has the gaul to come back here and teach 

people. Just who does he think he is? Doesn’t he know 

who’s in charge here? Doesn’t he know we’re the authority? 

Back in Jesus’ day, the religious elite were not a unified, 

homogenous group. There were two broad groups: 

scribes/Pharisees and the sadducees. Where the Pharisees 

were the religious conservatives, the Sadducees were part 

of the liberal political establishment in Jerusalem. 

The chief priests and the elders belonged to this latter 

group. And it makes sense since their question is less 

theological than it is political.  

“Who died and left you in charge?” 

Of course they knew that Jesus didn’t have any political 

credentials. He didn’t come from the “right” family or have 

the “right” connections. And yet here He was, flipping their 

tables and teaching in their temple in their city. 

Maybe if everyone else knew Jesus didn’t have any formal 

political authority, people would ignore him and he’d go 

away. So they ask him a question in front of everyone in an 

attempt to undermine Jesus’ legitimacy: “By what 

authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this 

authority?” 

Jesus' true authority threatened their own, which is why 

they tried to trap him. They weren’t trying to do what was 

best for their people, they were trying to protect 

themselves. They were being hypocrites.  

And in their attempt to trap Jesus, they themselves become 

trapped, which reveals another layer of their hypocrisy. 

b. They feared the people [vv. 24-27] 

Jesus, in a brilliant move of rhetorical jujitsu, answers their 

question with a question (a very politically saavi thing to 

do, by the way).  

But this isn't any ‘ol question. It’s a question that they 

really can’t answer, at least not publicly 

[vv. 24-25a] - “You want to know where I get my authority? 

First tell me where John the Baptist got his.” 

[vv. 25b-27a] - they’re stuck and they know it. And it’s not 

because they were unsure about JB’s legitimacy. It’s clear 

enough that they thought he wasn’t legit. They’re stuck 

because their highest loyalty wasn’t to God or even doing 

what they thought was right. They’re stuck because their 

highest loyalty was to themselves. They needed to maintain 

their appearance of legitimacy and power no matter what – 

even if it meant feigning ignorance.  

They would rather lie and look stupid than be honest and 

risk loosing face. 

Jesus reveals yet another layer of hypocrisy through the 

parable of two sons. 

c. They failed to feel remorse over their own unbelief 

[vv. 28-32] 
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The parable is about a father who owns a vineyard and his 

two sons. He tells both of them to work in his vineyard. 

One says, “I will” and the other one says, “I will not.” At 

first glance. Who’s the righteous son, the one who agrees or 

the one who defies his father’s charge? Like every good 

parable, this one has a twist. The one who appears 

righteous by verbal consent flakes out and doesn’t 

follow-through where the one who appears defiant has a 

change of heart and actually does what his father told him. 

Which one did the will of the Father? Despite the initial 

defiance of the first son, his actions demonstrate true 

obedience. Talk is cheap. It’s true in the world probably 

because it’s also true in God’s Kingdom. 

The religious leaders were the second son. Sure they said 

the right things at first, but their actions expose their 

unbelief. 

The tax collectors and prostitutes. The most sinning 

sinners are the first son. Defying the Father is wrong, yes - 

but they, not hypocrites, are the ones entering the 

Kingdom of God. Why? Because they regretted their sin. 

They responded to the gospel John preached.  

The religious politicians, on the other hand, saw these 

sinners repent and believe, and rather be convicted by their 

own waywardness, they felt no remorse over their unbelief.  

Despite the chief priests’ best efforts, Jesus saw past their 

thin veneer of piety and exposed their multi-layered 

hypocrisy. 

Jesus’ revealing question and subsequent parable were not 

just for his political adversaries, however. This exchange 

positively shows us the importance of the kind of authentic 

faith evident in redeemed sinners. 

2. Three ways authentic faith focuses on the way things 

are 

a. Regret over sin (v. 29, 32) - Authentic faith 

begins by regretting or “changing one’s mind” about 

one’s sin or wrongdoing. Just like the first son, we 

too need to change our mind about our sin.  

b. Belief in the gospel (v. 32) - they believe John’s 

“way of righteousness” which is another way of 

talking about the totality of John’s message and 

ministry, a message and ministry essentially 

identical to that of Jesus. Just like the prostitutes 

and the tax collectors believed John’s testimony 

about Christ in order to enter the Kingdom of God, 

we too need to believe in that same message about 

Him who for our sake became sin so that in him we 

might become the righteousness of God (2 Cor. 

5:21)  

c. Doing the will of the father (v. 31) - there is no 

authentic righteousness, there is no true regret or 

genuine belief apart from faithful obedience. The 

tax collectors and prostitutes did the will of the 

Father by believing in John’s message. The same 

could not be said of the religious authority. They 

were the second son; they were all talk, but short on 

action. They were content to say ‘yes’ and save face 

without actually following through and doing the 

hard thing.  

We are the religious hypocrites. Without God’s grace, we 

love to save face at the expense of true righteousness. Sure 

we’re fine exposing problems, just as long as they aren’t 

our own problems.  
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Apart from God’s grace, we are the second son. We’re very 

okay with pretending to want to do the right thing without 

ever actually doing it. And only with God’s grace can we 

become the first son. The good news of the gospel is that 

even “religious” people can become tax collectors and 

prostitutes. No, I didn’t misspeak there. Our backgrounds 

don’t matter. Our past doesn’t matter. What matters is how 

we respond 1) to our sin and 2) to the gospel of Jesus 

Christ.  

The gospel frees and empowers us to live authentic lives of 

righteousness by truly regretting our offenses, believing in 

the gospel, and doing the will of the father. 
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