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28 “What do you think? A man had two sons. He went to the first and 
said, ‘Son, go work today in my vineyard.’ 29 He answered, ‘I will not,’ 
but later he changed his mind and went. 30 He came to the second and 
said the same thing. The second son answered, ‘I will go, sir,’ but he 
did not go. 31 Which of the two did the will of his father?” 
They said to him, “The first.” 
Jesus said to them, “Amen I tell you: The tax collectors and the 
prostitutes are entering the kingdom of God ahead of you. 32 For John 
came to you in the way of righteousness, but you did not believe him. 
However, the tax collectors and prostitutes did believe him. Even 
when you saw this, you did not change your mind and believe him. 

Dear Friends and Fellow Redeemed, 

Do you know where the safest place in the world is? According to one 
study, the one place in the world where the least injuries and deaths occur 
is in a worship service. So if you’re in the habit of avoiding church, you are 
avoiding the safest place on earth! 

But coming to church can be dangerous, too. Every time we sit at God’s 
feet to hear his Word, he is working a change in our hearts and our lives. 
God is calling us to repentance. It is not a safe place at all for our sinful 
nature! God’s Word drags it out into the open so he can put it to death and 
set us free from its control and condemnation. And that’s what makes it 
also a safe place, a refuge, for our souls. God’s Word reaches into our 
hearts and revives our tired faith, worn out from hours and days of 
struggling against sin within and without. He lifts our sagging spirits to show 
us the cross where Jesus battled it, too, and won the forgiveness we so 
desperately need and crave. We leave refreshed and strengthened by the 
Savior who so loves us. Once again, you and I have come to be  

CHANGED INSIDE AND OUT.  

1. Repentance is change inside  
2. Repentance is change outside 

 

It was Tuesday. In three days Jesus would be hanging on a Roman cross, 
dying for the sins of the world. Instead of taking “me” time for himself or 
going off to be alone with his disciples, the Lord is in the streets, reaching 



out in love to those for whom he was about to die…even those who at that 
very moment were plotting his arrest and execution. Jesus was calling 
them to change – to abandon their rebellion against God that put them 
under his judgment – and turn to him - repent -  and receive the forgiveness 
he was earning for them. For God does not want “anyone to perish, but 
all to come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9).  

Jesus told them a simple story. A man had two sons. He told each one to 
do some work for him. The first son flat out said “no, I don’t want to”. Later 
he changed his mind and did what his father asked. The other son 
immediately and respectfully said “yes sir”. But as he thought about his 
father’s wishes, the less it sounded like something he wanted to do. So he 
didn't do it.  

Of course, Jesus wasn’t just talking about kids and parents. This was a 
story about faith and unbelief. The first son represented the scum of 
society, people who said “no” to God’s will, openly lived in sin, and didn’t 
care what God or anyone else said about it.  The second son represented 
people who had a more respectable lifestyle and claimed to have a high 
regard for God and his Word.  

Jesus once told a similar story, which we call “The Prodigal Son.” In that 
parable we often focus on the naughty boy who took off and wasted his 
entire inheritance living in sin. But Jesus was really focusing on the other 
son, the people in the church who talk like they respected their heavenly 
Father and seemed  glad to do his will. Like the son who was quick to say 
“yes” because that’s what Dad wanted to hear, they said, "yes" to God with 
their lips but their hearts were far from him. They were prominent people in 
the church. They made a great show of their Bible knowledge and were 
quick to say they would, of course, obey God's Word. That's what you're 
supposed to say, right? It sounded so good and noble to those around 
them. They were “noble hypocrites”. 

But talk is cheap. Jesus only had to remind them of how they had treated 
John the Baptist. John had showed them the “way of righteousness.” 
John told them that no matter what people think of us, no one can make 
himself righteous before God. Only Jesus can give us that righteousness. 
Everyone needs to give up on themselves and believe that Jesus rescued 
us from sin, or they will perish forever in hell. When John proclaimed, 
"Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near" that message changed 



many hearts from unbelief to faith in Jesus, and when God changed their 
hearts, he also worked a change in their lives. But many who claimed to 
have high regard for God’s Word refused to believe God’s most important 
message – that sinners totally need God to save us from our sins. Like the 
noble hypocrite in Jesus' parable, they said “yes” with their lips but their 
hearts were far from him. They didn't believe John, and they didn’t believe 
Jesus. In fact, they crucified him. 

Many people still say "yes" to God because it's the noble thing – the right 
thing – to say, but they won't believe that Jesus is their Savior nor serve 
him with a grateful heart. One says "yes" to God on confirmation day or on 
the day he/she joins a Christian congregation but then comes to worship 
services only because it’s the noble thing to do. Another says "yes" by 
confessing faith to Jesus on Sunday but throws God's Word in the back 
seat of his life the rest of the week so he can live for himself. Another says 
"yes" by being careful to do all the right things so he or she can look down 
on those who don’t. In their hearts they feel no need for God’s forgiveness 
in Jesus. 

And then there’s you and me and the times we say “yes” but inside we’re 
saying “no”. “Yes, I know you forgive me, Lord, but no, I won’t forgive 
others. Yes, I know you are merciful to me, but I won’t befriend people I 
don’t like. Yes, you gave your life for me but no, I won’t give up my time or 
blessings to serve you.” To such noble hypocrisy Jesus gives the stinging 
rebuke, “Because you are lukewarm and not hot or cold, I am about to 
spit you out of my mouth” (Revelation 3:16). 

As you heard this parable, don’t you wish Jesus would go on to say that the 
son who said “yes” with his lips but “no” in his heart later had a change of 
heart and did what his father asked? By God’s grace, there are some who 
do. Like Nicodemus, the Pharisee who met with Jesus at night and became 
a faithful believer; and Saul, the Pharisee and persecutor of Christians who 
became the great missionary of the gospel to the Gentiles. It still happens 
as our Father exposes our noble hypocrisy, shows us where it is taking us, 
turns us to our Savior’s forgiveness, and works repentance in us – a 
change of heart  - as he’s doing right now. Repentance is a change inside, 
and it produces a change outside.   

There was no second guessing the intentions of the other son in Jesus' 
parable. He was downright disrespectful, defiant, disobedient. But at least 



he was honest! His "no" was immediate, final, and off he went. But later, 
when he had time to think it over, his words began to ring in his ears and 
tug at his heart. He could still see the look of disappointment in his father's 
eyes. "That wasn't any way to talk to my dad.  He loves me, takes care of 
me and teaches me. He doesn't have to do that for me, but he does. How 
could I be so unloving to him?" Ashamed for treating his father this way, 
this son went out and did exactly what he’d had asked him to do. 

" The tax collectors and the prostitutes are entering the kingdom of 
God ahead of you. 32 For John came to you in the way of 
righteousness, but you did not believe him. However, the tax 
collectors and prostitutes did believe him." Who'd have ever thought! 
Those were the out-and-out, barefaced sinners – the lost causes! Their 
"NO!" to God shouted loud and clear to everyone - some were even proud 
of it! But God wasn’t finished with them, “not wanting anyone to perish, 
but everyone to come to repentance.” Many of them came out to hear 
John’s message, and the power of God’s Word cut into their hearts, 
showed them their sin, and poured into their hearts the good news of his 
forgiveness. That powerful message of grace in Christ worked a miracle 
inside and they repented! They turned from the disobedience of unbelief 
and turned to Jesus for forgiveness. They left behind their lives of sin and 
went to work serving in the father’s vineyard. Repentance truly is a change 
from the inside out. 

How could God be gracious to the likes of such people? Because that's 
what grace is: kindness extended to the unworthy. Whether a person 
advertises his sin boldly or keeps it under wraps, it’s all the same to God. 
Sin makes us all equally unworthy before him. Whether he calls out to you 
or to me or to the person sitting next to you, it’s with exactly the same love: 
"For God imprisoned all in disobedience so that he may show mercy 
to all" (Romans 11:32). 

Maybe you’ve made a reputation for yourself that you’re ashamed to 
remember and that others may not be willing to forget. You can’t go back 
and erase what you’ve done, but God has erased it from his personal 
record through the blood of his Son. Jesus is not ashamed to call you his 
brother or sister. In fact, our big brother gave his life for you! When the Holy 
Spirit holds that cross of love and grace before our eyes he changes 
broken rebellious hearts into hearts filled with peace and joy. His love 



changes our "NO!" of unbelief to the joyful "YES!" of faith and a fruitful life 
to his glory. 

Or maybe you can relate to other son. Jesus shocked the church leaders of 
his day by showing them that those who are in the greatest danger of 
losing out on heaven often are those who have the most opportunities to 
hear about it. Many are respectable heathens going to hell dressed in their 
Sunday best. They have the reputation of being good sons and daughters 
who say “yes” because it is noble and right, but in their hearts they are 
saying "no!" to their own need for forgiveness. Through the same gospel 
message that saves the obvious outcast, the Holy Spirit brings “good” sons 
and daughters to see their sins and turns them to Jesus for forgiveness. 
Although they can't erase their shameful arrogance of the past, God has 
erased it from his record. Theirs is now a true “yes” of faith in their Savior 
and humble service. 

Jesus has given each of us a new reputation through the blood he shed for 
us. Now “it is God who is working in you, both to will and to work, for 
the sake of his good pleasure” (Philippians 2:13).  “Yes, Heavenly 
Father, may your will be done. Thank you for letting it be done through me!”  
Amen. 

 


