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Last weekend, Sharon, Jay and I had the opportunity to go down to see Mercy Me in concert in 

Milwaukee.  For those of you not familiar, Mercy Me is a Christian band that has been around 

for about 30 years.  What I really want to talk about, however, is not the concert but the 

testimonial that was shared between the various warm-up groups that led up to the main portion 

of the concert.  The speaker was a man by the name of Mark Stuart.  Mark Stuart grew up in 

Haiti as the son of Haitian missionaries until he went off to Kentucky Christian College in the 

mid 1980’s.  It was while there, in 1986, that Mark formed a band with some other students from 

the college, that would eventually become known as Audio Adrenaline – one of the early major 

bands in the Christian pop movement.  Over the next 20 years with Audio Adrenaline, Mark 

knew tremendous success and was nominated for 6 Grammys, two of which he won.   

 

This continued until 2006 when Mark was diagnosed with Spasmodic Dysphonia.  Something I’d 

never heard of before; it is essentially chronic laryngitis.  One’s vocal cords start to spasm, and 

you lose your voice.  For a singer, it’s everything, and in the wake of that diagnosis Mark not 

only lost his voice, but his band, his wife, his purpose – the heart of everything he knew in life 

was gone!  He went on to explain that he then returned to live with his parents and serve as a 

missionary in Haiti as the next chapter of his life began to unfold.  In time, he met the woman 

that would become his second wife, they adopted two Haitian orphans, and he started a series of 

mission organizations serving children (primarily orphans) in impoverished nations around the 

world.   

 

Now, at this point Mark’s ‘testimony’ turned more into a hard sell as he tried to convince 

everyone in the theater to become supporters of these mission programs, but the comment that he 

made that stood out to me was, ‘What I didn’t know at the time was that, without my voice, God 

was about to do something so much bigger with my life than anything I’d done before.’  It was 

that comment that was in the back of my mind as I came to this Parable of the Two Sons on 

Monday, and the phrase that kept echoing in my mind was, ‘Actions speak louder than words!’ 

 

There’s a very clear dichotomy that Jesus sets up in this parable.  The father goes to his first son, 

‘Son, go out to work in the field.’  ‘Forget that, Dad!’  The son replies.  So, the father goes to the 

second with the same request, and that second son quickly responds, ‘You betchya Pop!’  Then 

the scene shifts to an hour later and it’s that first son who’s out in the field.  And which one is 
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lifted up as the ideal?  The first son – the one who actually went and did it.  Why?  Because 

actions speaks louder than words! 

 

Our confirmation group met earlier this week and the ‘lesson’ that I had prepped for the session 

was that I asked them to ‘design’ a Christian.  I gave them large sheets of paper, pencils and 

markers, and I asked them to draw a prototype, if you will, of what they think a Christian looks 

like.  It’s not an easy task by any means, by my point in that excercise was to utilize this 

reflection on what it is to be a Christian to bring to life the two sides of the Christian identity.  

One side of the Christian identity is belief – the theology we profess and the convictions that we 

hold.  The other side, however, is action – how we actually live out our lives.  And the point was 

the connection of the two.  We talked about James 2, where James writes, ‘Show me your faith 

without works and I, by my works, will show you my faith,’ and we talked about the fact that the 

core of the Christian journey is ever exploring not only our beliefs, but how those beliefs shape 

the very lives that we lead and the people that we are.   

 

The core of the Christian faith is the connection between those two parallel aspects of our 

faithful identity – and that’s really the heart of what Jesus is getting at with this parable.  In the 

end, what we say is only worth so much.  What we believe is imperative, but in many ways it 

remains concealed in that private relationship that we hold with God.  What we do, however – 

how we turn that talk and thought into action and character – that’s what brings it all to fruition 

through the lives that we live. 

 

Jesus doesn’t leave a lot of room for interpretation in this parable.  One of the sons said it right, 

but the other did it right – and it was the latter that was lifted up as the ideal.  This was, I think, 

Jesus’ way of saying that actions speak louder than words!  And that’s lesson enough, I think, for 

the 21st century Christian.  For those of us who seek to discern what this thing we call faith 

means, the reminder that we need to live out our convictions in real and palpable ways is a 

worthy reminder and, at times, a lofty challenge.  The thing about this parable, however, is that 

Jesus doesn’t stop there.  With his fundamental point made, Jesus goes on an adds what I think is 

an essential second element to the challenge that he’s proclaimed. 

 

Those of you who have been listening to me week in and week out for nearly 7.5 years now have 

probably come to note that I tend to look for the hope – the promise – the good news that is 

imbued in the stories of Scripture.  Admittedly, I flirt with the line of something of a Pollyanna-

like mentality sometimes, as I try to find the good even amidst some of the most daunting and 

overwhelming passages of Scripture, but this is the Gospel – the good news – and I think it’s 

important to remember that.  I’m often driven by comment made by one of my seminary 

preaching professors who suggested to us that every sermon should be an Easter sermon.  His 

underlying point was that every message needs to be imbued with the hope, power and wonder 

that is the cross and the resurrection.  The Bible is full of challenging passages that call us to the 

carpet on the living out of our faith – and I try not to shy away from the challenge that it 

presents.  We need to see that challenge, however, in the context of the Gospel – in the context of 

the good news, the promise and the hope that is our resurrection faith.  I say all of this because I 

think that the parables of Jesus are some of the passages of Scripture in which that co-existence 

of both challenge and good news is particularly prevalent – and this Parable of the Two Sons is 

certainly one! 
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Trying to get to the heart of Scripture often relies on being aware of the context of the words we 

are reading.  Knowing what was going on is key to understanding what is being said.  And, for 

the parables, that context often rests in the audience – to whom Jesus was speaking at the time.  

And, that detail of context is critical to understanding the good news that underscores the 

challenge that is the Parable of the Two Sons. 

 

Backing up just a bit, we see that Matthew 21, where we find this parable, actually begins with 

the triumphal entry – that story of Jesus entering into Jerusalem on the back of a donkey with 

crowds of people lining the streets, waving their palm branches and shouting their hosannas.  

From there, the story quickly turns to the scene of Jesus entering the temple courts and 

overturning the tables of the money-changers as he berates them for what they’ve done his 

Father’s house.  Then there’s this brief (and slightly odd) story of Jesus cursing a fig tree, before 

all of these events lead up to an exchange that immediately preceded our parable for today.  

Matthew tells us that… 

When he entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people came to him as he 

was teaching and said, “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this 

authority?” 24 Jesus said to them, “I will also ask you one question; if you tell me the 

answer, then I will also tell you by what authority I do these things. 25 Did the baptism of 

John come from heaven, or was it of human origin?” And they argued with one another, “If 

we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say to us, ‘Why, then, did you not believe him?’ 26 But if we 

say, ‘Of human origin,’ we are afraid of the crowd, for all regard John as a prophet.” 27 So 

they answered Jesus, “We do not know.” And he said to them, “Neither will I tell you by 

what authority I am doing these things. 

 

The Parable of the Two Sons immediately follows this exchange, so the end words of that 

parable take on a new meaning when put in the context of to whom Jesus is speaking.  In the 

midst of this exchange, Jesus shares the story of the two sons, and then we are told in verse 31b, 

that, “Jesus said to them, “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into 

the kingdom of God ahead of you. 32 For John came to you in the way of righteousness, and you 

did not believe him, but the tax collectors and the prostitutes believed him, and even after you 

saw it you did not change your minds and believe him.” 

 

“Jesus said to THEM.”  Jesus said this to the chief priests and elders – the establishment, if you 

will, of the Jewish tradition.  Jesus said this to those who ‘said’ all the right things.  Jesus said 

this to those who saw themselves, and who were seen by others, as worthy…as righteous…as 

those most deserving of God’s greatest rewards.  And to them – to that group of high and lofty 

people of faith – Jesus says, ‘You know, these hated tax collectors and abhorrent prostitutes are 

entering the kingdom ahead of you!’  Why?  Because they’re son #1!  Because they may not 

have gotten it before, but they get it now – and that’s all that matters!  And that, right there, 

that’s the key to the good news! 

 

The first point that Jesus makes in this parable is abundantly clear.  We need to live it out.  

Actions speak louder than words!  The second point that Jesus makes here, however, is a lot 

easier to miss.  The first point that Jesus makes is that what we do next matters.  The second 

point that Jesus makes, however, is that what we did before doesn’t!  In setting up that 
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dichotomy between the two sons, Jesus makes clear that our faith needs to be lived out - that 

actions speak louder than words.  In lifting up the tax collectors and the prostitutes as the real-

world exemplars of the story, however, Jesus makes clear that what matters is not what was, but 

what will be next! 

 

The Gospel – the good news – that is imbued within the very real challenge that is the call of 

living out our faith is that we face that call with no burden of worrying about what has been up 

until that moment in which we make that choice again.  The good news is that it is never a 

question of what was said, what was thought, or what was done – but always a question of what 

we will do next!  The good news is that it is not a question of where we were, but where we will 

go.  The good news is that it is not a question of what we did, but what we will do.  The good 

news is that it is not a question of what we were, but what we will be! 

 

There is no question that there is a challenge – a daunting one at times – inherent in this parable.  

There is no question that this parable lays out the inescapable call to make real our faith in what 

we do and who we are in each and every day.  There is also no question, however, that there is 

good news – the Gospel promise inherent in those words of Paul to the church in Corinth that, ‘If 

anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old is gone and the new is here!’  The 

challenge is real – but so is the promise.  In light of cross – in light of the resurrection – the 

question is never what has been, but always the possibility of that new creation as we put our 

hope in God, cling to the grace of Jesus, the Christ, and look never back at what was, but always 

forward that which can be! 


