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The law has no power to transform. The gospel, however, has explosive power to transform and save. 
 
There are 12 weeks left in our year of walking through Matthew’s gospel. In Matthew, Jesus is in 
constant controversy with the Scribes and the Pharisees.  They are critical of him for hanging out with 
sinners and even eating with them. They criticize him for healing on the Sabbath, and because his 
disciples don’t fast and follow other laws and traditions. Jesus is critical of the Scribes and Pharisees for 
their legalism. They “strain out a gnat, but swallow a camel.” They follow the letter of the law, even 
tithing their herbs (mint, dill and cumin), but they neglect “the weightier matters of the law: justice, 
compassion.  
 
By the time we get to this point in Matthew’s gospel (chapter 21) the tension has reached a boiling 
point. My eye naturally rests on the most poignant, edgy thing Jesus has to say in this gospel text (21:23-
32):   
 
Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of you. 

 
Imagine starting your sermon like this. It would make a great attention getter. Let it hang. Or, if you’re 
really ready for a new call, change prostitutes to a more baudy synonymn and tax collectors to some 
other group that your audience considers themselves morally superior to. Don’t mention that this idea 
came from me. I’ll deny it.  
 
It’s hard to imagine anything more antagonistic for Jesus to say to these religious leaders who pride 
themselves in their righteousness, in keeping the law to the nth degree. But it is precisely their pride of 
righteousness that is their problem. The Son of God comes to earth dressed in the garb of our humanity, 
and is surprised to find prostitutes and tax collectors who have more faith than the Scribes and 
Pharisees. Jesus also finds faith in a Syro-Phoenician woman and a Roman soldier. Jesus finds faith in 
unexpected places, and finds a surprising lack of faith in places where one would most expect to find it. 
To suggest that a Tax Collector has more faith than a Pharisee? Heresy.  
 
To make his point Jesus one time told a story of a Pharisee and a Tax Collector going to the temple to 
pray (Luke 18). The Pharisee prayed, “I’m so glad I’m not like others: thieves, evildoers, fornicators, or 
like this tax collector. I fast. I tithe.” The tax collector’s prayer was a bit different. He stood at a distance 
and would not even look into heaven. “God, be merciful to me, for I am a sinner.”   
 
What a different prayer! These two have completely different prayer lives. One is a prayer of pride, and 
the other a prayer of humility. Jesus follows this story up with a few words on humility. God tends to 
bring down the haughty and lift up the lowly. God fills up those who are empty, and empties those who 
are full of themselves.  
 
For Jesus, the most dangerous sin is self-righteousness. Of whom is Jesus most critical in the gospels, 
and why? The Pharisees, because of their self-righteousness. The humble know that they are broken. 
They are not deluded by their own visions of self-righteousness. The humble of heart know that we are 
all under the power of sin. They understand that the most powerful forces for righteousness are love 
and forgiveness. Telling a child she is a horrible person will not inspire or empower them to become. 
Telling them they are loved with an everlasting love, in spite of their failings will free them to live anew.  



 
If I were to venture an interpretation of the parable of the Two Sons, I would say that the first son, who 
says he will not work in the field, but then does, represents the tax collectors and sinners, who are 
disobedient, but care about justice. The son who says he’ll go but doesn’t are the Scribes and Pharisees, 
who talk a good line and are all show, but when the chips are down they are more interested in the 
letter of the law, than they are the bigger issues of justice and compassion. 
 
There’s nothing wrong with the law. We need it to show us our need of God. But the cannot save. It has 
no transformational power. Like the erstwhile song: 
 
Do this and live the law commands 
But gives me neither feet nor hands 
A better way thy grace, doth bring 
It bids me fly, and gives me wings 
 
If this is so, then a defining mark of the follower of Christ is one of humility, not arrogance or judgment. 
Given Jesus’ critique of the Pharisees, one might even say self-righteousness is anti-Christian. Sadly, too 
many consider “Christian” to be synonymous with “judgmental.”   
 
Richard Rohr writes: 
 
Christianity worldwide has come to have an often negative public image. The Christian religion no longer 
naturally connotes people who serve the world, people who care about others, other nations or religions, 
poverty and injustice, or even people who are very happy. In fact, our common image is often exactly the 
opposite. How did we get to this impossible place, after placing ourselves in the following of Jesus who 
described himself as “gentle and humble of heart…” 
 
How far we have come from “by this shall all people know you are my disciples, if you love one 
another.” They’ll know we are Christians by our love, not our Victorian moral ethics or superior ability to 
appear appropriate by societal definitions of what is proper, status quo and upstanding. 
 
Paul plays this theme big in the epistle lesson, Philippians 2. 
 

Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. 
Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. 

 

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not 
regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave… 

 
He humbled himself and became obedient… even death on a cross. 

 
To follow Christ’s way is to walk the way of humility. This is not becoming a doormat, but a joyful 
servant of Christ in the world. This does not mean we do what anyone says, for we are servants of the 
Servant. Rather, it means we act in selfless love for the world that God loves. With love for all and malice 
toward none, we recognize we have our own sin to deal with, and so, unless we are protecting those we 
love, we have little time to point the finger. We are under no illusions of self-righteousness. We are not 
perfect, only forgiven. Loved in spite of ourselves, we are free to announce God’s grace for all, leaving 
the sword to God and Caesar.  



 
We are called to take up the cross, but we are also told the burden is light. The cross may be a challenge, 
but it is nevertheless a joy, our calling, our hope, our passion. As Pastor Gary Heath said to me last week, 
“If it ain’t light, it ain’t right.” Let us proclaim the good news and take up the cross of him, who for the 
joy set before him endured the cross.  


