
Is your Google Maps or GPS up to date?                                                                                         

(Sermon for Sunday 27th September 2020 – Pentecost 17 – Matthew 21:23-32) 

(Readings for 27/9/20 :- Exodus 17:1-7; Psalm 78:1-4,11-16; Philippians 2:1-13; Matthew 

21;23-32) 

One of the constant great struggles of the people of God, both in the Old and New 

Testaments of the Bible, and then throughout more than 2000 years of Christian history, 

has been what response people of faith should make to that which is new and different, 

and how to respond to challenging new ideas, new directions and new understandings that 

confront the old ways of doing and perceiving things. A prime and very current and visceral 

example is the way the COVID19 threat has confronted and forced the church and each 

congregation, and indeed each person of faith, to face new ways of being, and of doing 

worship, and of keeping community and of giving care.                                                                                                                                                

Today’s four passages from the Bible set for this Sunday all challenge and confront us with 

the following question: Will we make the same mistakes as people of faith have continued 

to do throughout the Biblical story, and indeed throughout Church History? Or, will we be 

open, with questioning and critical minds of faith, to discern the new challenges that God is 

constantly placing before us to find new pathways and new ways of being the people of 

God?                                                                                                                                                            

In the Exodus chapter 17 reading today, God, through Moses, has delivered the people of 

Israel from several hundred years of violent and oppressive slavery in Egypt. They are called 

out to seek again the promised land of God, which is, I think, both a physical land and a 

metaphorical land of faith and of being with God. This is to occur wherever in life they 

happen to find themselves.  

At first, after the Israelites’ amazing 

deliverance, they sang and partied and 

rejoiced in their new found freedom. But, 

soon, it began getting all too hard in the 

difficult and frightening wilderness. There was 

lack of food and water and they faced an 

uncertain future ahead. So, they rebelled 

against Moses’ leadership and put God’s 

promised guiding to the test. They felt that 

the old was better, and they wanted to go 

back. They asked whether God could possibly 

want them to travel through this harsh and 

unattractive and unfamiliar landscape? They complained that God didn’t care about them 

and had forgotten about them. Perhaps, COVID19 has been a bit like that for many of us. 

We are now in a new and strange land where none of us want to be.                                                                                                                                             
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In Psalm 78, the Psalm set for today, the writer meditates on Israel’s checkered history of 

lack of faith and obedience to God. The writer reminds us that whatever comes, good or 

bad, and as uncomfortable and challenging it may be, God is faithful even when his people 

prove faithless.                                                                                                                                                  

In Paul’s Letter to the Philippians, Paul encourages the little new Church in Philippi to seek 

the mind of Christ. As Christ took on the role of being born within the limits of flesh and of 

human servanthood, he opened up for all believers a model to follow of obedience and of 

openness to the new and changing possibilities that God is always setting before us.                                                                                                                            

The Gospel of Matthew passage in chapter 21 is also all about change. The writer of 

Matthew wanted his readers, which in fact were his fellow Jews at that time, to accept 

Jesus as the long-awaited Messiah. However, Jesus did not fulfil the old expected view of 

the Messiah. He was instead a radically new form of Messiah. Matthew wanted this new 

fledgling Christian Church to keep affirming this new way of Messiahship. It was a form of 

Messiahship that many of the Jews around them constantly challenged and refused to 

believe.  

Matthew tackled this hard task in several ways. He begins his Gospel narrative with a 

genealogy which placed Jesus firmly in the hereditary lineage of the great King David, who 

lived nearly 1000 years before. Jesus was therefore of the holy anointed line of David, from 

which it was believed the true Messiah must come. Matthew wanted his readers to know 

that Jesus was the divinely promised fulfilment of Jewish Scripture. Jesus was depicted also 

as the new Moses for Israel. Both Jesus and Moses were protected at their birth from the 

murderous intent of the ruling monarch. Both would deliver the people of Israel to a new 

place of being, though hard and challenging times and journeys.  Moses came down from 

Mt Sinai with the Ten Commandments to lead and guide his people. Jesus came down from 

the top of a mountain with the Beatitudes and would then deliver the Sermon on the 

Mount to challenge and lead and guide his listeners into new ways of responding to living 

and being the people of God. Jesus constantly challenged the old and law-bound 

understandings of Judaism by saying: “You have heard it said of old… but I now say to 

you…” 

In today’s Gospel, Jesus is faced once again with rejection by the leaders of the Jewish 

religious hierarchy. Could this Jesus really be who he said he was?  If so, why were there so 

many uncomfortable and challenging surprises in what he said and did? Why wasn’t he 

exactly like the Messiah they wanted and expected? Jesus answers the critical and 

questioning scribes and Pharisees by asking them if John the Baptist’s confronting message 

was of God, or was John an imposter too? They refused to give a definite answer as they 

were afraid of the crowds who revered John the Baptist as a prophet.                          

Jesus then told them the parable of the two seemingly rebellious sons. Neither son initially 

responded positively to the father’s request to work out in the vineyard. One son did say 

‘No’, but eventually did go and do his father’s will. The other son said ‘Yes’, but did not go 



at all. Jesus then clearly implies that the Jewish leaders were like the son who said yes with 

his mouth but proceeded to then do nothing that the father wanted (implying that the 

father is God). Jesus also implies that those who were excluded from the conservative and 

law-bound religious society for whatever reason, like the tax-collectors and sinners, were 

actually like the son who may have said ‘No’ initially, but who did in the end go on to do the 

will of God as declared by Jesus. They then become the ones who are acceptable in God’s 

eyes.                                                                                                                                                  

Jesus goes on to say that he has not come to destroy the old ways and the law, but he has 

come to fulfil them. He has come to fill them up to the full so that they thus included 

everybody who was created and therefore loved by God. Jesus is part of the old prophetic 

Jewish tradition of Isaiah and Jeremiah and Ezekiel, who all talked, in different ways, of God 

bringing in a new start, and a new spirit. God would create in his people a new heart, and 

indeed a new understanding of circumcision, which is a circumcision not of the flesh of men 

only, but of the hearts of everybody.                                                                                                                               

Most of us are generally much more comfortable with the old. But life is always a 

continuing series of encounters with the new, and with the uncertain future that always lies 

in front of us. Such things may be a new job, a new house, a new baby or grandchild, or, like 

me, retirement, or, for all of us, even a pandemic!! We all know the strangeness and 

uncomfortableness of the new. No change happens without some degree of loss and hurt 

and pain and anxiety, even when there may also be great hope and excitement and 

expectation that comes with the promised change.                                                                                                                                                        

The Christian church has never been good at change and responding to new challenges. For 

instance, the Church fought Galileo Galilei in his new understanding of the way the created 

universe of God actually operates. The Earth was not the centre of the universe, but in fact 

the earth revolved around the sun. The religious powers were scandalized and they 

punished Galileo severely for his view. The Church hierarchy was proved wrong of course, 

but they only admitted publicly the wrong done to Galileo late in the 20th century!  

In the 15th to 17th centuries, many were burnt at the stake, or killed in some other brutal 

way, for heresy, because they were of a different faith persuasion to the ruling Catholic 

Church, or because they were seen as witches, or because they had the scandalous courage 

to translate the Bible from Latin into the common language of the people, and thus make 

God’s word available to all and not just  the private preserve of the priests. The Church has 

usually dragged its very reluctant feet at each crossroads of human advancement in 

knowledge when it should really have been the leader and forerunner, as Jesus was in his 

time. Such important issues as the abolition of Slavery, women’s suffrage, allowing the 

remarriage of divorced persons, abortion reform, ordination of women, acceptance of 

same sex relationships, have all been huge stumbling blocks for the Church to struggle with 

and often in time reluctantly accept, and I believe finally arrive where Jesus himself would 

have wanted his church to already be.                                                                                                                                     



Too often we can picture God as the immovable rock on which our faith and hope rests. 

But, in fact, it is God who never rests in moving God’s ever-changing creation towards a 

new heaven and a new earth. Psalm 121 states that God never slumbers nor sleeps. In the 

Old Testament prophet Isaiah chapter 65, God proclaims: “I will create a new heaven and a 

new earth. Behold I create all things new”. Jesus himself constantly creates new 

understandings out of the old ways of seeing and doing things.  

It seems that God’s most persistent hindrances in the world are those who are unwilling to 

move into new and often challenging and uncomfortable directions. If we choose the new, 

we may sometimes choose the wrong way. But if we never choose the new, we will 

inevitably sometimes be getting in God’s way of renewal. The Gospels all show Jesus as a 

constant challenger of the status quo and the traditionally accepted ways of doing things. It 

is impossible to think about Jesus, much less to follow him, and yet stay locked in the 

thought patterns and categories of the past.  

Being a Christian is a lifelong journey of confronting injustices and oppression and bigotry 

and of confronting lack of forgiveness and compassion. We can never become the perfect 

image of Christ, but we travel along the road of faith as we seek to discern where God is 

leading us and what that may mean for the church as the living Body of Christ. St Paul says: 

“If anyone is in Christ, then that person is a new creation” and creation in our world is ever 

changing.”                                                                                                  

The comedian Gracie Allen once very wisely said: “Never put a full-stop where God has 

placed a comma.” May we all be ready to be on the journey of life with God and not 

completely boxed in by past expectations and experiences. For God, the Google maps of life 

get out of date very quickly and we need to constantly update our Apps to include new 

experiences and understandings of life. Is your GPS - or your God Positioning System - up to 

date? 
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