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A father asks his two sons to go and work in the family vineyard.  The first son refuses to go, while the second says he will, but doesn’t.  Both sons are wrong, both disobey their father.  Neither earns his father’s favor.  Neither of them deserves the vineyard.  Then the first son changes his mind and goes to work in the vineyard.  He would still need to confess that he had done wrong, he still hasn’t earned his father’s favor, he still doesn’t deserve the vineyard.  But he has, at least after the fact, done what his father told him to do.


The father has been completely fair with his sons and has treated them both alike.  Even so, people have accused God our Father of being unfair.  In the rather graphic way in which they have described God’s unfair​ness, they said: “The fathers eat sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge.” Ezk18v2.  If you sample the grapes in the vineyard before they are ripe, that is, before they have made all the sugar which will make them sweet, then the grapes will taste rather sour, and eating sour things can make your teeth feel kind of fuzzy—at least, that’s the way some describe it.  Others call it having their teeth set on edge.  But if the fathers are the ones who ate the sour grapes, why do their children have the funny feeling in their mouth?


God rejects the charge that He is unfair.  He makes it very clear: “The soul who sins is the one who will die.” Ezk18v4.  In many cases, and in many families, that means both fathers and children: both sin and both die.  In ancient Israel, many turned against God and did evil.  The Lord makes it completely clear that in such cases, those who do evil will die.  If, instead, a person turns away from the evil they have done and does good, then they will live.  It is not a question of earning God’s favor, but simply doing what God has said.  Other places in Scripture make it clear that the only way for a person to do what God has said is in response to God’s gift to us of Jesus.


The portion of the prophet Ezekiel before us this morning adds ano​ther element to this picture: We who trust in Jesus are called on to speak to those who reject Jesus.  The Lord makes it completely clear that if we do not speak up, sinners will be lost, and we will be held accountable by God.  Here’s the section from Ezekiel chapter three:



At the end of seven days the word of the LORD came to me: 
“Son of man, I have made you a watchman for the house of Israel; so hear the word I speak and give them warning from Me. 
When I say to a wicked man, ‘You will surely die,’ and you do not warn him or speak out to dissuade him from his evil ways in order to save his life, that wicked man will die for his sin, and I will hold you accountable for his blood. 
But if you do warn the wicked man and he does not turn from his wickedness or from his evil ways, he will die for his sin; but you will have saved yourself.



“Again, when a righteous man turns from his righteousness and does evil, and I put a stumbling block before him, he will die. Since you did not warn him, he will die for his sin. The righteous things he did will not be remembered, and I will hold you accoun​table for his blood. 
But if you do warn the righteous man not to sin and he does not sin, he will surely live because he took warning, and you will have saved yourself.”


Speaking up to correct someone is difficult.  It is one of the more dif​fi​cult aspects of childraising, but most parents will admit that it is very necessary.  I say “most parents” because there are some who have adopted new ideas about never correcting their children.  That is very similar to the son told to go and work in the vineyard who refuses to do so.  God puts parents in place to correct their children; not to do so is to refuse to do what God has commanded.


However, there is room for tremendous amounts of wisdom in figuring out how to correct children.  When is it right to be gentle with children—most of the time.  When is it right to be harsh with them—there are those times.  When is it right to discipline them, and how much?  The ancient book of wisdom called Proverbs begins with ten “my son” sections which occupy about a third of the book.  Solomon, the author of Proverbs, is recording the conversations his father, King David, had with him; it seems that Solomon got too busy with other things to have those same conversa​tions which his own son who succeeded him as king.  We certainly need to support parents as they go about correcting their children.


If parents do not discipline their children, they will be held accoun​table by God.  But the Lord is not speaking to the prophet Ezekiel only about children.  He is telling all of us that if we do not warn people who are doing wrong, we also will be held accountable.  This is perhaps a more diffi​cult area than that of disciplining children.  One thought we can have is that if we do speak up in warning, we may make things even worse than they are now, so perhaps it is better to remain quiet.  One of our hymns says:



Help me speak what’s right and good



And keep silence on occasion. CW461v6.
The Lord dispenses with much of that thinking by pointing out that people are going to die; what can be worse than that?


If you see your neighbor’s house on fire, what do you do?  You know your neighbors are inside sound asleep.  Do you wake them up, or do you let them enjoy their sleep?  Obviously, since their house is on fire, you wake them up and disturb their sleep.  If you do not wake them up, they will die in the fire.  The Lord would point out to us that the situation we face is very similar.  People will be dying, and they will be standing before God with​out a clue, and they will be heading for eternity in hell.


Since we listen to God’s Word every week, we are very learned in spiritual things, far more so than most of the people in our world.  I have told many as they began the adult instruction class that when they finish the class they will know the Bible and how to use it much better than most of the other people in the world.  Perhaps it is helpful for us to take a glance at the state of religious ignorance which is common today.  A couple examples of that.


I enjoy playing along with Jeopardy at home, and I naturally feel a bit of a thrill when there is a Bible category of some kind or another.  I feel in advance that there is a good chance I’ll be able to run the category.  Un​for​tunately, many of the players on Jeopardy avoid those Bible categories, and save them for last, and then they run out of time.  That leaves me disap​pointed.  On a recent game some weeks ago, there was a category in the occult area, dealing with witches and magic and spells.  All three contes​tants turned to that category, and among the three of them ran the category, getting every answer correct.  Does that perhaps reveal something about the state of religious knowledge in our world today?  Is people’s major source of information about spiritual things the equivalent of Harry Potter?


I recently watched the movie Heaven is For Real, and that, too, was an eye opener.  The premise for the movie is that a four-year-old boy went through a difficult surgery, and afterwards claimed that he had gone to hea​ven during the surgery.  He described an out-of-the-body experience, but then he also seemed to know things that he could not have known if he had not learned them in heaven.  The boy’s father was sort of a part-time pastor, so the movie intended to deal with spiritual things.


However, as far as teaching about heaven was concerned, the movie was a total disaster.  There was no instruction from the Bible about heaven.  There was no asking what God has to say about His heaven.  There was no statement about Jesus being the only way to heaven.  In fact, those who had rejected Jesus were described as being in heaven.  The basis for knowing about heaven was this little boy’s experience of being in heaven.  There was one very revealing scene in the movie.  The pastor father got up the preach to his congregation about heaven on Sunday morning, and he had the Bible open in the pulpit.  But he read nothing from the Bible.  Instead, he laid on top of the Bible a piece of paper on which he had written down the begin​nings of a poem with his own thoughts about these things.


The movie left me with a lot of questions, and certainly no answers about heaven at all.  Later, I saw a cartoon in which a man asks, “Is heaven for real?”  A second man points with one hand to a Bible and answers, “Yes.”  But with the other hand he points to a poster advertising this movie and says, “No.”


So, here are two good reasons to speak up in warning to people.  First, they are going to die.  Second, they in many cases haven’t a clue what will happen after they die.  They may think they’ll see a white light.  They may expect to be rewarded for what they have done right.  They probably expect to escape punishment.  But they won’t know the truth.


Almost everything Jesus said was said to correct someone.  Jesus told His parable about the two sons on Monday of Holy Week in order to correct the Jewish leaders who were preparing to arrest and execute Him.  We could easily say that there was no hope to correct them, but Jesus spoke up to warn them anyway.  They were His worst enemies, and He spoke up to correct them.  If anything, Jesus’ words to them made Jesus’ suffering a few days later even worse.  Nevertheless, Jesus spoke up to correct them.


Jesus has corrected us many times.  He has taught and warned us without limit.  He has made us what we are today.  There have been times when we have not appreciated Jesus’ correction of us.  But He has always done so because without His correction, we would die, and He does not want us to die.  Without His correction, we wouldn’t have a clue as we stood before God on the last day, and He wants us to know the truth.


Jesus is the One who makes a difference for us when we come to stand before God.  Then, our own good life or own own bad life means nothing, because God is only concerned about perfection.  Jesus means everything.  He has been perfect for us.  He has shed His blood to wash away our sins.  He is the way, the only way, for us into God’s heaven.  He says: “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one come to the Father except through Me.” Everyone needs to know that. Amen.
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