


The Sermon for Pentecost 18, September 27, 2026
Jim Stanton, Lay Preacher
Let the words of my mouth, and the meditation of my heart, be acceptable in thy sight, O Lord, my strength, and my redeemer.
I would like to dedicate this sermon to our faithful parishioner and a warden of the vestry, Steve Morris. He was a loyal and devoted member of Christ Church who gave his talents and. His deep faith and witness were appreciated by all. 
To everything, there is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven. And as we turn the page from the bounty of the summer season to fall and the time of harvest, let’s look at our readings to glean collective wisdom. They share powerful, converging messages centered on our personal choices and how we can each adjust our lives, turning to align with God’s plans and expectations — a guide for direction and renewal.
God lets us know through these scriptures that our actions speak louder than our inherited status or past identity. That God views us as individuals and judges us based on our current conduct and not on "generational curses", inherited righteousness, or perceived religious status.
 Ezekiel’s lessons provide the beginning of today’s journey and remind us that a wicked son cannot hide behind a righteous father, and a righteous son is not doomed by a wicked father. Its all on us, and our behavior in the here and now. 
Your behavior, your decisions, your actions, which way you turn determines your repentance and salvation.
In Philippians Paul instructs the community to live their mission, "work out your own salvation with fear and trembling," emphasizing that following Christ requires humble, unified actions, a turn towards replicating the behavior of Jesus. Believers should reject selfish ambition and pride, instead valuing others above themselves and looking out for the collective whole and each other.
And in our lesson from Matthew, we are back in the vineyard, the same setting as last week’s lesson, with the “Parable of the Two Sons”, the first son initially says "no" to working in the fields but later changes his mind and works in the vineyard. The second son says "yes" but does nothing. Jesus tells the religious elite that outcasts, tax collectors and prostitutes, who repented are entering the Kingdom of God ahead of them.  Those who do the work, who turn toward Jesus and actually repent in word and deed receive salvation and enter heaven. The trappings of the material world matter little in the destination of the soul.
Ezekiel lived in a time to cast off outdated and misguided interpretations of God’s plan. Ezekiel was deported to Babylon in 597 BC with King Jehoiachin and received his prophetic call in 593 BC, six years before Jerusalem’s final fall in 586 BC. He ministered until at least 571 BC, addressing both exiles in Babylon and the remaining Jews still in Judah. 
His oracles reflect the early years of the captivity, when despair, fatalism, and blame-shifting dominated the Jewish community living in Babylon by the Chebar Canal at Tel-abib.
Traditionally, Israelites believed in generational consequences for sin, as outlined in Exodus 20 and 34. However, the exiles distorted this concept into a fatalistic excuse that robbed them of personal accountability. The exiles frequently repeated a cynical saying: "The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge".
Through Ezekiel’s prophecy, God rejects the sour grapes proverb. He declares that "the soul who sins shall die," establishing that every individual is morally accountable for their OWN choices, and that repentance can break the cycle of judgment within a single lifetime. Ezekiel’s lessons challenge the historical misreading of multigenerational sin by quoting Deuteronomy 24: “Parents are not to be put to death for their children, nor children put to death for their parents; each will die for their own sin.”
To provide a little insight into the Babylonian mindset of this period, we look at Mesopotamian omens and the Erra Epic poem which portrayed the gods as capricious and humans as pawns of fate. The “Epic of Erra” is a major Babylonian literary composition, dating from the first half of the 1st millennium BCE. 
The text describes the horrors of war, caused by the god Erra running amok, in an unusually rich imagery of destruction, unrest, and misery. The Babylonian god Erra’s furious heart is eventually pacified, and peace then returns to Babylonia. This tendency to see man as a pawn of the gods was also seen in the Odyssey and other mythologies from the ancient world. Man’s fate rested with the gods alone. 
Ezekiel overturns this false fatalism. By following Yahweh, who prefers a partnership with man, repentance over retribution, and personal responsibility over prescribed destiny, he revealed God’s moral virtue, and man’s self-determining moral choices.
The reading reveals God’s steadfast character—justice balanced by compassionate willingness to forgive upon man’s genuine repentance. 
This historical reference amplifies the timeless call: personal responsibility before a holy God who “would rather that the wicked turn from their ways and live.” 
God advises us to be morally responsible in our lives and in interactions with family, church, and society. 
We should heed Ezekiel’s charge: “Cast away from you all the transgressions that you have committed against me and get yourselves a new heart and a new spirit! Why will you die, O house of Israel? For I have no pleasure in the death of anyone, says the Lord God. Turn, then, and live.” 
In our next reading, Paul provides guidance for how Christians should live. Specifically, he emphasizes the need for unity: “be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.” His ideal for the congregation in Philippi is harmony and “to be ONE in intent and disposition.”  The achievement of such an ideal is valuable in and of itself. However, Paul states that, by following his advice, the congregation in Philippi would also make his “joy complete.”
He would rejoice if unity of mind and shared love were to be found among the Philippians. 
“Joy” is, in fact, one of the key words of this letter. We need to bear in mind that Paul writes these lines during his imprisonment in Rome in 61AD. What keeps him going is his apostolic mission on behalf of Jesus Christ.
On the one hand, he is proclaiming the gospel message to other prisoners and the imperial guard. On the other hand, he remembers the Philippians whom he visited during his travels and hopes that the gospel message stays alive among them so that his efforts as a missionary are not in vain. 
Despite his precarious circumstances, Paul’s joy is in his mission for Jesus Christ, nothing else. He hopes his feelings are contagious: “in the same way you also must be glad and rejoice with me.”
The state of harmony that Paul exhorts leads to peace, conveyed by the Hebrew word shalom. Such peace associates comprehensive and collective well-being, with wholeness, health, security, and salvation. And it has a theological dimension. The hope for the realization of one’s own potential or strength is directed for the good of one’s neighbor and the community as a whole. 
“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.” 
Paul proclaims that this “energy” actualizes the potential in others and strengthens them all. And what is this power that changes humans so they can live in harmony? 
The example and role model to attain this power is Jesus. Paul writes “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus”.  
Paul includes verses taken from a Christological hymn composed just one or two decades after the death of Jesus. In brief, the hymn sketches the entire mission of Jesus Christ, starting with his preexistence, continuing with his incarnation and life on earth, highlighting his death on the cross, and concluding with his exaltation and universal resurrection. 
It displays how Jesus went from the summit of divine glory to the nadir of human suffering, with death on the cross showing the extreme nature of his humility. Paul endorses humility for all and uses Jesus as his perfect example. Jesus died “for us,” as Christians have confessed over the centuries. It happened for the benefit of others; Jesus died to save us — the ultimate sacrifice. 
Humility is the catalyst for this transformation. Turn to the "mind of Christ", turning away from selfish ambition and vain conceit, completely reorient your mindset to follow Jesus' example. 
In Matthew we recount the tale of Jesus teaching in the temple and being challenged by the chief priests and the elders of the people. 
They came to him as he was teaching, and said, “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” 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. Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human origin?” His question reverses the trap which the chief priests and elders are trying to set for Jesus. His accusers take the fifth, refusing to answer Jesus lest it incriminate them in the eyes of the crowds. So, Jesus, in turn, doesn’t answer their question about his authority either, but he does tell them a parable.
In the parable of the Two Sons, the first son initially says "no" but later changes his mind and works in the vineyard. The second son says "yes" but does nothing. 

Jesus draws a comparison to the religious elite that heard the messages of John the Baptist, the one whose voice cried out in the wilderness, who was sent to prepare the way of the Lord, preaching repentance. His voice went un-recognized and 
un-believed by the religious elders who did not open their mind to God’s message. 
They heard the call but didn’t turn to Jesus. In comparison, the societal outcasts, tax collectors and prostitutes, who heard the call and repented were heading to the Kingdom of God. 
God provides the vineyard, but each individual must actively choose to go work in it. The core of the parable is a change of heart, a turning toward the way of the Lord. 
The surviving text of the Gospel of Matthew and all of its earliest complete manuscripts were written in Koine Greek. They used the word metamelomai for "changed his mind", and this is closely tied to the Greek word metanoia, translated as repentance. 
The first son changed his mind and was transformed. The outcasts changed their minds when they heard John the Baptist. They repented and were saved. 

Jesus said to the elite, “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of you. 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.”
In the eyes of the chief priests and the elders, it was a shocking and dreadfully insulting thing to say. They were outraged. In the eyes of the priests and elders, the idea that tax collectors and prostitutes should enter the Kingdom before them was impossible. The very idea that such evil and immoral people should take precedence over the religious leaders in God’s eyes would be totally unjust. It might have helped them to be reminded of what the prophet Ezekiel says in today’s First Reading: …you say, the way of the Lord is unfair.
The Lord replies:
Hear now, O house of Israel: Is my way unfair? Is it not your ways that are unfair? When the righteous turn away from their righteousness and commit iniquity, they shall die for it; for the iniquity that they have committed, they shall die.

The chief priests and the elders are like the second son in the Gospel. They say ‘Yes’ to obeying God, but they do not listen to Jesus, the Son of God, or follow his instructions. Their religion is largely traditional, performative and close-minded. 
The sinners, the outcasts of both Jewish and Gentile society, are like the first son. They do not obey God’s commands, they commit many sins, but later they accept the teaching of Jesus, repent and become his followers.
Some might say “How unfair! How unjust!”. But we are reminded of last week’s parable where the workers complained about the latecomers who were given a full wage for a fraction of the work. Again, we are reminded that instead of comparing ourselves to others, and judging others, if we are filled with the same spirit that Jesus shares, we have nothing to fear. We will have all we need. We should focus on our own relationship with Jesus and our own salvation. 
What wonderful places our Christian communities would then be — places of harmony and unity, of love and caring, of compassion and mutual support and of looking after each other’s needs. What more can each of us do to help build our own community?

And to paraphrase Ecclesiastes and Pete Seger
To everything there is a season, Turn, turn, turn 
and a time to every purpose under the heaven:
A time to be born, and a time to die; 
a time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is planted;
A time to love, and a time to hate; a time of war, 
a time for peace, I swear it's not too late.  Turn, turn, turn
As Ezekiel, Paul, Matthew, and Jesus all said, each in their own way:  Turn to God and be saved.
And Steve Morris was saved. He recounted his vision of touching Jesus’ robe during his lung transplant recuperation. He was transformed. And now he rests in Heaven with Jesus and the saints.  Amen
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