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WELCOME TO WORSHIP!

Please take a moment to fill out the “Attendance & Communion” Registration
Cards (located in the pew racks). Pass your card to the end of your pew.

P - Presiding Minister; A - Assisting minister; C - Congregation;
* - Please Stand
LBW - Green Hymnal WOV - Blue Hymnal

Please silence electronic devices.
PRELUDE

WELCOME & ANNOUNCEMENTS

*CONFESSION AND FORGIVENESS:

P In the name of the Father, and of the + Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
C Amen.
P Let us pray: God of all mercy and consolation, come to the aid of your people

turning us from our sin to live for you alone. Give us the power of your Holy
Spirit that, attentive to your Word, we may confess our sins, receive your
forgiveness, and grow into the fullness of your son, Jesus Christ our Lord.

C Amen

P Let us confess our sin in the presence of God and of one another.
Please kneel or sit as you are able.

P Gracious God,

C have mercy on us. In your compassion forgive us our sins, known and
unknown, things done and left undone. Uphold us by your Spirit so
that we may live and serve you in newness of life, to the honor and
glory of your holy name, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen

P Almighty God have mercy on you, forgive you all your sins through our Lord
Jesus Christ, strengthen you in all goodness, and by the power of the Holy Spirit
keep you in eternal life.

C Amen



*PEACE:
P The peace of the Lord be with you always.
C And also with you.

*GATHERING SONG: “Jesus Calls Us O’er the Tumult” (LBW 494)

*GREETING:
P The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the

Holy Spirit be with you all.
C And also with you.
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*PRAYER OF THE DAY:

P Let us pray: Heavenly Father, called to do your will we often respond with
enthusiasm, yet in our human weakness we fail to follow through.
Strengthen us with your grace poured out through your Son, so that we
may overcome our weakness and follow you in the way of life;

C through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.

FIRST LESSON: Ezekiel 18:1-4, 25-32
A A reading from Ezekiel:

'The word of the Lord came to me: 2“What do you mean by repeating this proverb
concerning the land of Israel, “The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the
children’s teeth are set on edge’? 3As I live, declares the Lord God, this proverb
shall no more be used by you in Israel. 4Behold, all souls are mine; the soul of the
father as well as the soul of the son is mine: the soul who sins shall die.

25“Yet you say, ‘The way of the Lord is not just.” Hear now, O house of Israel: Is
my way not just? Is it not your ways that are not just? 26When a righteous person
turns away from his righteousness and does injustice, he shall die for it; for the
injustice that he has done he shall die. 27Again, when a wicked person turns away
from the wickedness he has committed and does what is just and right, he shall
save his life. 28Because he considered and turned away from all the transgressions
that he had committed, he shall surely live; he shall not die. 29Yet the house of
Israel says, “The way of the Lord is not just.” O house of Israel, are my ways not
just? Is it not your ways that are not just? 30Therefore I will judge you, O house of
Israel, every one according to his ways, declares the Lord God. Repent and turn
from all your transgressions, lest iniquity be your ruin. 3:Cast away from you all
the transgressions that you have committed, and make yourselves a new heart
and a new spirit! Why will you die, O house of Israel? 32For I have no pleasure in
the death of anyone, declares the Lord God; so turn, and live.”

A The Word of the Lord.
C Thanks be to God.



PSALM: 25:1-9
A To you, O Lord, I lift up my soul; my God, I put my trust in you; let me not
be humiliated, nor let my enemies triumph over me.

C 2Let none who look to you be put to shame; let the treacherous
be disappointed in their schemes.

A 3Show me your ways, O Lord, and teach me your paths.

C 4Lead me in your truth and teach me, for you are the God of my
salvation; in you have I trusted all the day long.

A 5Remember, O Lord, your compassion and love, for they are from
everlasting.

C 6Remember not the sins of my youth and my transgressions;

remember me according to your love and for the sake of your
goodness, O Lord.

A 7Gracious and upright is the Lord; therefore he teaches sinners in his way.

C 8He guides the humble in doing right and teaches his way to the
lowly.

A 9All the paths of the Lord are love and faithfulness to those who keep his
covenant and his testimonies.

SECOND READING: Philippians 2:1-4, 14-18
A A reading from Philippians:

1So if there is any encouragement in Christ, any comfort from love, any
participation in the Spirit, any affection and sympathy, 2complete my joy by being
of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. 3Do
nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more
significant than yourselves. 4Let each of you look not only to his own interests,
but also to the interests of others.

14Do all things without grumbling or disputing, 5sthat you may be blameless and
innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and twisted
generation, among whom you shine as lights in the world, *6holding fast to the
word of life, so that in the day of Christ I may be proud that I did not run in vain
or labor in vain. 7Even if I am to be poured out as a drink offering upon the



sacrificial offering of your faith, I am glad and rejoice with you all. :8Likewise you
also should be glad and rejoice with me.

A The Word of the Lord.
C Thanks be to God.
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*HOLY GOSPEL: Matthew 21:23-32
P The Holy Gospel according to St. Matthew, the twenty-first chapter.
C Glory to you, O Lord.

23When {Jesus} entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people
came up to him as he was teaching, and said, “By what authority are you doing
these things, and who gave you this authority?” 24Jesus answered them, “I also
will ask you one question, and if you tell me the answer, then I also will tell you
by what authority I do these things. 25The baptism of John, from where did it
come? From heaven or from man?” And they discussed it among themselves,
saying, “If we say, ‘From heaven,” he will say to us, ‘Why then did you not believe
him?’ 26But if we say, ‘From man,” we are afraid of the crowd, for they all hold
that John was a prophet.” 27So they answered Jesus, “We do not know.” And he
said to them, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things. 26What
do you think? A man had two sons. And he went to the first and said, ‘Son, go and
work in the vineyard today.” 29And he answered, ‘I will not,” but afterward he
changed his mind and went. 3°And he went to the other son and said the same.
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And he answered, ‘I go, sir,” but did not go. 3*Which of the two did the will of his
father?” They said, “The first.” Jesus said to them, “Truly, I say to you, the tax
collectors and the prostitutes go into the kingdom of God before you. 32For 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 when you saw it, you did
not afterward change your minds and believe him.”

P The Gospel of the Lord.
C Praise to you, O Christ.

CHILDREN’S MESSAGE

SERMON: Pastor Dwight Hanson — Editors (Find the Sermon on the last
pages of this bulletin)

*HYMN OF THE DAY: “I Love to Tell the Story” (LBW 390)

*APOSTLES’ CREED:

C I believe in God, the Father Almighty, Creator of heaven and
earth.
I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord. He was
conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit and born of the virgin
Mary. He suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and
was buried. He descended into hell. On the third day He rose
again. He ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand
of the Father. He will come again to judge the living and the
dead.
I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic Church, the
communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection
of the body, and the life everlasting. Amen.

PRAYERS:

A Let us pray: Heavenly Father, help us to turn away from ourselves and our
own interests. Inspire us, instead, to recognize our need for Jesus and his
grace, bowing before his ultimate authority. Shape us into fruitful laborers



in the vineyard, all of us side-by-side, in full accord and of one mind, the
mind of Christ. Lord, in your mercy,
Hear our prayer.

We pray, O Lord, for your Church on earth to be traditionally-grounded.
Guide us in the ways of life and salvation. Teach us to treasure the deep
truths that have been passed down from generation to generation. And
open our hearts to share the Good News today, so that Christ may heal the
broken and set the prisoners free. Unite us in one faithful witness to the
amazing opportunity at hand. Lord, in your mercy,

Hear our prayer.

Sovereign Lord, as we pray for the needs of the world, we lift up all who
have faced storms, flooding, fires, and troubles of any kind. Lift up these
folks in body and spirit. Grant them endurance and peace. We thank you
for the beauty of autumn, and for the abundance of the harvest. In the civic
realm, guide our elected leaders with true wisdom, that they would govern
in ways that are pleasing to you. And be with all who serve the common
good by their willingness to step into harm’s way for the sake of others.
Protect them and their families. Lord, in your mercy,

Hear our prayer.

We pray on behalf of all who need healing: Kelly Coffman, Jim Courtney,
Tiffany Daugherty, Katie Morrison, Vert Hallahan, Becky Haws, Amy &
Bryan Jackson, Linda Lambert, Richard Lehman, Allan Ludwick, Britt
McKanna, Mary Nossaman, Barbara Perry, Iva-Laura Sherry, Jackie
Steiner, Mike & Barb Studebaker, Wayne Williams, John Woesner, as
well as those whom we name in our hearts (pause for additional names).
Into your hands, O Lord, we commend all for whom we pray,

Trusting in your mercy, through your Son, Jesus Christ our
Lord. Amen.

OFFERING

10



ANTHEM: “O Master Let Me Walk With Thee” (Choir)
*OFFERTORY RESPONSE: “Doxology”
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Text: Thomas Ken, 1637-1711
Tune: Louis Bourgeois, 1510-1561

OLD HUNDREDTH
LM

Reproduced as an active subsciiber to SOWeR (Sola Online Worship e-Resource) www.solapublishing.com

*OFFERTORY PRAYER:

P
C

Let us pray. Blessed are you, O Lord our God, maker of all things.
Through your goodness you have blessed us with these gifts.

With them we offer ourselves to your service and dedicate our
lives to the care and redemption of all that you have made, for
the sake of him who gave himself for us, Jesus Christ our Lord.

Amen.

*LORD'S PRAYER:
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C Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name, thy
kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread; and forgive us our
trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us;
and lead us not into temptation, but
deliver us from evil.
For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever
and ever. Amen.

*THE BLESSING:
P Almighty God, Father, + Son, and Holy Spirit, bless you now and forever.
C Amen.

*SENDING HYMN: “The Church’s One Foundation” (LBW 369)
DISMISSAL:
A Go in peace. Serve the Lord.

C Thanks be to God.

POSTLUDE

Adapted from Sundays and Seasons.com. Copyright 2026 Augsburg Fortress. All rights reserved. Liturgy reprinted by permission under Augsburg Fortress Liturgies Annual License
#22413. All hymns used by permission of CCLI License #44125 or are in the Public Domain. The English Standard Version is published with the permission of Good News Publishers.

(English Standard Version - The Holy Bible Online).

12


http://www.biblestudytools.com/esv/

GRACE AT A GLANCE

Grace Lutheran Church
111 Lutheran Dr., P.O. Box 86 — Eaton, OH 45320
Phone: 937-456-6258 Email: GraceEaton111@gmail.com
www.gracelutheranofeaton.com ~~ Like us on Facebook

OFFICE HOURS:
Monday -Friday: 10—1, 2—5
TODAY September 27, 2026— 18th Sunday after Pentecost
9:30 a.m. Worship
10:30 am. Fellowship, Adult Education & Youth Sunday school

Monday  September 28
Pastor’s Day Off
9:45 a.m. Choose to Lose

Tuesday September 29

Wednesday September 30
9:00 am.  Bible Study
5:30 p.m. Confirmation Class

6:30p.m.  Choir

Thursday October 1
7:00 p.m.  AA Meeting

Friday October 2
12:30 p.m.  Bulletin Production

Saturday October 3
7:30 a.m. Men of Grace @ Bob Evan’s

UPCOMING WEEK SPECIAL EVENTS

Sun 10/4—Worship w/Holy Communion, Fellowship & Sun. School for all ages,
Sunday S’'mores

Mon. 10/5—Pastor Off, Choose to Lose

Tues. 10/6—Worship Committee Wed. 10/7 Bible Study, Confirmation, Choir

Thurs. 10/8—Council & Exec Committee, AA Meeting

Fri. 10/9 - Bulletin Production, Game Night

Sat. 10/10
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WORSHP ASSSTANTS

Altar Guild for September: Elaine Fudge
Altar Guild for October: Debbie McKinney & Lisa Kiracofe
Offering Counter for September: Patty Barnes
Offering Counter for October: Wanda Winter

Sunday, September 27—Pentecost 18

9:30 a.m.
Greeter: John & Janice Barnes
Usher: John & Janice Barnes
Lector: Mary Shetter
Acolyte: Sophia Steiner
Sunday, October 4—Pentecost 19
9:30 a.m.

Greeter: Daren & Karen Marshall

Usher: John Kiracofe

Lector: Debbie McKinney
Communion: Mike Schamel, Carol Perry

Acolyte: Jessa Barnes
Sunday, October 11—Pentecost 20
9:30 a.m.
Greeter: Nancy Childs
Usher: Darryl Leyes
Lector: Jane Coggin
Acolyte: Sophia Steiner

Attendance & Stewardship — ($4,187 needed wkly)
09/20/20226 79 $4,396.00

Great Commission Outreach Partners:
World Mission Prayer League—Chris & Emily and family, Lutheran Military
Veterans and Families, Abundant Grace, West Chester

Grace Lutheran Mission Endowment Fund: The purpose of this fund is to extend
the ministry of Grace Lutheran Church, apart from the general operation of the
congregation. To learn more about our Mission Endowment Fund, please contact the
church office and we’ll give your question to the appropriate person.
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IN OUR PRAYERS

After 4 weeks we will remove names firom this list. If you would like
to keep someone on the list, please note their name on the back of the
“Attendance & Communion Registration” form.

URGENT PRAYER LIST:

HEALING: (In Alphabetical Order)

Kelly Coffman: (Undergoing more heart tests with an adjustment to heart
medications)

Jim Courtney: (A young father battling Stage 4 melanoma)

Tiffany Daugherty: (As she undergoes testing)

Katie Morrison: (Niece of Mary & Dean Shetter — prayers for God’s healing as
she deals with very difficult health issues)

Vert Hallahan: (Father of friend of Shetter’s — in need of healing prayer)
Becky Haws: (Friend of Janet Burkett—Prayers for healing)

Amy & Bryan Jackson: (for comfort and healing)

Linda Lambert: (She fell and hurt her back)

Richard Lehman: (Rehabbing)

Allan Ludwick: (From Darryl & Teresa Leyes)

Britt McKanna: (Karen & Dan Schultz’s brother-in-law — he has been moved
from hospital to home and is under hospice care - asking for God’s perfect peace)
Mary Nossaman: (Barb Myers’ sister — in the hospital with intestinal issues)
Barbara Perry: (Carol Perry’s step-daughter — as she prepares for a stem cell
transplant to help treat multiple myeloma)

Iva-Laura Sherry: (She has a vitreous detachment — referring to the eye -
Doctor’s are watching closely)

Mike & Barb Studebaker: (Mike: dealing with health issues; Barb: recovering
from surgery for leg fracture).

Wayne Williams: (Nephew of Karen Schaeff & cousin of Adam — he is
beginning radiation therapy for cancer)

LONG-TERM PRAYER LIST: Charlie, Tracy, Jim Carlisle, Dave O’Shea, George & Barb Suggs, Mark & Jary Tannehill,
Jackie Steiner, Connie Martin, Maggie Risko, Rhonda Paige Atkinson, Amy & Bryan Jackson, Andy Proeschel, Judy
Newkirk, Mike & Judy Schamel, Suzan Pauley, Carmen Hasdorff, Tom Schamel, Amanda & Shayla Dell, Fran Kester,
Teddi & Mike Watkins, Jenifer Combs, Doug Davis, Pastor Dean & Sandy Haferman, Dave Brumbaugh, Scot Emig,
Barbara Worley, Carolyn MacFadyen, Judy Jay, Will Suggs, Earl House, Barbara Lakes, Becky Hoskins, Kayli Johnson,

Joe McHenry, Tom Barnes: and those serving in the military: Maj. Love Hartman; Brad Newkirk; Lt. Col. Kyle Hundley,
Travis Deck & family
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR PRAYER AND BBLE STUDY:
Felowship & Education

Following Worship—Refreshments for all are served in the Fellowship Hall
immediately following worship on Sundays.

Youth Sunday School classes meet @ 10:30 a.m. —in the music room
(Education wing) and starts with songs and prayer, then they move to the
adjacent classroom for the lesson. Bring a friend! Parents are always
welcome.

Adult Education— Following 9:30 a.m. worship, the adults meet to discuss
the lessons of the day unless there is a theme. Coffee and snacks provided.
Every other Sunday— Sunday S’mores @ 6:00 p.m. —A Middle
School & High School-aged Youth Sunday Evening Ministry. Friends are
welcome. Tina Ebright is the moderator, and she can be reached at 937-472-
5663.

Adult Bible Studies (during the week)
The 2nd Monday of each Month — 6:30 p.m.—The Phoebe
Women'’s Bible Study. They have resumed the study — Discerning
the Voice of God by Priscilla Shirer. Contact Kelly Mt. Castle (937-
336-1223 or kelly.mtcastle@gmail.com).
The 2nd Tues. of each month — 5:30 p.m. FOR MOMS . .. They are
doing a study called Boundaries .
The Wednesday Morning Prayer & Bible Study — 9:00 a.m.
— meets in the Meeting Room adjacent to the Fellowship Hall. They
are studying the New Testament Gospel of Matthew.
The 3rd Thursday of each month — 2:00-4:00 p.m. — “Graceful Fiber
Guild” — meets in the Fellowship Hall or the adjacent meeting room. Bring a
craft you’ve been working on or just come to learn a new craft. Everyone is
welcome to join us! Our next meeting is Thurs., October 15" .

These studies are open to any member and our friends. No prior Bible
study background is needed. Please bring your Bible.
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Grace Lutheran Sunday School Fall Schedule
Mark your calendars now! Friends or drop ins welcome!
Fall Sunday School Special Events for kids:

October 18: Pumpkin Patch Festival

November &: Thankful Breakfast/Pageant Practice

November 29: No Sunday School (Thanksgiving weekend)
Worship Service at 9:30 am.

Youth Sunday School every Sunday (10:30-11:15 a.m.)
Questions? Call the church office (937) 456-6258

Classes are after worship, starting around 10:30 a.m, and are held in the Education
wing. We begin with live music and go to an adjacent clagssroom for our lesson
after that. Parents or grandparents are always welcome to sit in on classes. Friends

or drop-ing are welcome too!

Sunday S’mores for Middle & High-Schoolers

at 6:00 p.m.
We'll meet at the fire ring. Bring a friend!

INQUIRY CILASSES:

Led by: Pastor Hanson
When: After worship on October 11th and 18th.
Time: Classes will begin at approximately 10:30,
] ' Where: Meeting in the church library across from the
Inquirer's secretarial office.

Class Class sign up: Please call Mary in the office at (937)

Cﬁ& 456-6258 or email her at graceeaton111@gmail.com
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Listening for the Promise
Weekly Devotional

Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 21) — September 27, 2026
“Do nothing from rivalry or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than
yourselves.”

- Philippians 2:3 —

I was preparing for the Maundy Thursday liturgy. As part of the liturgy, we were
going to have foot washing, remembering how Jesus knelt before his disciples
and washed their feet (John 13:1-20). The hardest part of preparing for that
service was to get volunteers to agree to have their feet washed. Such an act of
humble service is not one the congregation was used to receiving.

This is also true as we age. The older we get the less we can do on our own. The
mind is indeed willing, but the body doesn’t cooperate nearly as well. Dimming
eyesight, difficulty hearing, slower moving, and difficulty remembering all can be
quite humbling to us. While we tend to look at such things as a loss, I believe God
is teaching us something that we forget as we grow up.

Before God, we are all dependent. Jesus himself is humble before the Father.
“And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to
the point of death, even death on a cross.” Take note of the emphasis Paul places
on Jesus’ death. Quoting Deuteronomy 21:23 Paul writes, “Cursed is everyone
who is hanged on a tree.” Jesus became a curse in looking out for our own
interest, that of salvation.

That isn’t the end. “Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him
the name that is above every name.” We humble ourselves in confessing that
Jesus is our Lord. Likewise, as followers of Jesus we humble ourselves not
looking out for our own interest but the interest of others.

Chief among those interests is sharing this good news. Remember, there are
those in our lives who humbled themselves enough to look out for our interest
that we may know Christ and confess him as Lord, to the glory of God the Father.
Sola Worship Resource — Weekly Devotional © 2026 Sola Publishing (www.solapublishing.org), written by Rev. Mark Werner. Scripture taken from ESV
Bible® (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®), copyright ©2001 . Scripture taken from ESV Bible® (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®),

copyright ©2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved. by Crossway, a publishing ministry
of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.
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One Question
Find the 29 bold words from Matthew 21:23-27 (ESV)
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And when he entered the temple, the chief priests and the
elders of the people came up to him as he was teaching, and
said, “By what authority are you doing these things, and who
gave you this authority?” Jesus answered them, “I also will ask
you one question, and if you tell me the answer, then I also will
tell you by what authority I do these things. The baptism of
John, from where did it come? From heaven or from man?”
And they discussed it among themselves, saying, “If we say,
‘From heaven, he will say to us, ‘Why then did you not believe
him? But if we say, From man, we are afraid of the crowd, for
they all hold that John was a prophet.” So they answered Jesus,
“We do not know.” And he said to them, “Neither will I tell
you by what authority I do these things.

© The Scripture Mission, http://scripturemission.com . Permission granted to active Sola subscribers to photocopy for
congregational use. Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version® (ESV®), copyright © 2001 by
Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.
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18th Sunday after Pentecost; 9/27/2026; Grace Lutheran Church; Pastor Dwight
Hanson

Ezekiel 18:1-4, 25-32; Psalm 25:1-9; Philippians 2:1-4, 14-18; Matthew 21:23-32

Children’s message: The Bible said, “if there is any encouragement in Christ...”
(Philippians 2:1). What do we mean by that big word “encouragement”?
Something like: “Hey, I'm really glad you came today. You look strong and
happy. So glad to see you.” That’s encouragement, lifting up the other person.
Now, to do that “in Christ” means that no matter how bad a day it’s been, Jesus
can make it better. We can say something like: “I know it’s a hard day, but
remember that Jesus loves you.” That lifts the heart. Imagine the difference if all
of us encouraged others like that! Let’s pray...

Editors
Grace to you and peace from God our Father, and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.

“When {Jesus} entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people
came up to him as he was teaching, and said, ‘By what authority are you doing
these things, and who gave you this authority’ (Mt. 21:23)? Built into the word
“authority” is the word author. They demanded to know by what right Jesus was
inscribing his story on the hearts of the people? Had he sought their permission?
It’s one of those incredibly tense moments in Scripture where Heaven and earth
clash.

Let’s think about this authorship idea. Have you ever written a story,
maybe back in school days? I can remember various assignments, everything
from book reports to poems to short stories. Sometimes it was hard to come up
with an idea. But other times, the inspiration was there, and it was only a matter
of getting the words on the page.

Then, when you had done your best, having put your heart into it, or when
the deadline arrived and you frantically finished scribbling something, you
handed your work to the teacher. For their part, they had a job to do, and it
wasn’t, first and foremost, to be your adoring fan. They had a whole stack to edit,
and that red pen in their hand was not for adding decorative illustrations.
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Something about grammar and punctuation...whatever that was. Their job was
to make you a better writer. I'm sure some of the methods have changed. But
that’s how it was when dinosaurs roamed the earth in the 1970s and 80s. As
rough as the process could be, learning happened. It took dedication and
humility.

My wife had some eye-opening experiences when she first got into the
publishing world straight out of college, specifically about editing and
acquisitions. The company regularly received stories that people sent on their
own, hoping to get published. These were called unsolicited manuscripts. Some
of them were even beautifully illustrated. Clearly, a lot of time and effort had
been expended. And every book arrived on the wings of an author’s dream.

What these folks seemed not to know was that their books might only get a
quick glance before being rejected. There simply wasn’t a company-designated
person whose assignment was to sit by an open window on a perfect autumn day,
sipping a cup of tea, and adoring the masterful literary work that clearly had been
sent by the next Charles Dickens. In fact, the question of the editors was this: Did
the unsolicited document fit within the parameters of what the company had
defined as its main publishing themes for that given year? If not, rejection. Form
letter.

And in the unlikely case that the submission actually fit the criteria and
showed some promise, well, that might have been worst of all. For by the time
the book made it through the whole process, getting tweaked and rearranged and
put through the literary equivalent of a meat grinder, what had been so lovingly
and hopefully crafted at the start would likely be almost unrecognizable. The
question of author and authority matters, not just for a cute story in this life, but
for everlasting life.

Jesus is the perfect Word from all eternity (John 1:1-5). By him the
universe was spoken into existence, including ourselves (Colossians 1:15-20).
There’s no greater story than his story. It even has edge-of-your-seat chapters.
For on the consequence side of spiritual mutiny, this very Word, who was also the
beloved Son of the Heavenly Father, was sent on a mission of loving redemption,
to walk among those who had rejected the Author of their own existence. This is
our story. There’s a lot of fiction out there being pedaled as fact. We know the
actual story.
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But did the arrival of the Messiah and Savior fit the publishing parameters
of entitled minds? Just what would the self-appointed editors make of the
perfect Word and his story? We don’t have to wonder. Scripture refers to him as
the Suffering Servant for a reason: “his appearance was so marred, beyond...
semblance” (Isaiah 52:14). “He was despised and rejected by men, a man of
sorrows and acquainted with grief; and as one from whom men hide their faces
he was despised, and we esteemed him not” (Isaiah 53:3; ESV).

Which brings us to the Gospel for today, and the confrontation by the chief
priests and the elders of the people. Immediately, the question of authority came
up. How could it not? Just prior to the events in today’s reading, Jesus had
cleansed the temple, which got everyone’s attention. While he cleansed, he
quoted Scripture: “It is written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer’”
(Mt. 21:13). The tense drama centered on questions of ownership and
authorship. A showdown was inevitable.

Now, when Jesus replied to their question with a question of his own, was
he dodging their request, or was he getting to the heart of the matter? When
Jesus re-routed them to the question of John the Baptist, he was actually taking
matters up a level. Was John’s work from God or from man? Their true loyalties
and editorial parameters would show. They huddled and debated and shrugged
their shoulders, as if they didn’t quite understand.

But it wasn’t really that hard. The logic was iron-clad. For if John was
right with God in his work of pointing others to God, then Jesus must have been
the awaited Messiah, for John pointed to him, and therefore, Jesus had all the
authority in Heaven and earth to stand there in his own “house” and teach, or
cleanse, or whatever he saw fit.

The reason that the question of John the Baptist was so enlightening is
explained by a Bible scholar: “...the office of prophet was the highest of which
Jews could conceive, with the sole exception of messiahship; and Messiah was,
among other things, a prophet. When Jesus made this claim, he implied that his
words and deeds were the words and deeds of God. He was not evading the
issue...though it presented his opponents with a practical dilemma...” (Sherman
Johnson, pg. 509, The Interpreter’s Bible; Vol. 7). If they thought they were
going to trap Christ, the Word, in his words, they clearly misunderstood with
whom they were dealing.
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Then, as if this passage wasn’t magnificent enough, the Lord had them
indict themselves through the power of a very simple story. “A man had two
sons” (Mt. 21:28). Don’t you just love how down to earth he was? He who made
the world drew the wisdom of his stories from regular life. And yet, in, with, and
under all of it was truth from Heaven.

Two brothers: One said “no,” he wouldn’t work in the vineyard. But
afterward, he “changed his mind” (vs. 29). The sense of this phrase is that he
came to “regret” his first answer. Something better came over him. Though
initially willful, he reassessed his position in the grand scheme of things. The
second son was all “yes, sir.” But then he did only what he wanted, for which we
reserve the word, two-faced. God’s name gets scratched out of the credits, and
our name gets scribbled in. I'm the master of my own manuscript!

The two brothers stood for two different categories of people: 1) Those who
had regrets, who had come to know that they were sinners, broken, but
repentant, and therefore, were willing to respond to the kindness of a second
chance; 2) Those who were also sinners, but paid no thought to such things,
caught up instead in visions of self-sovereignty.

The open door to Heaven can only be entered by the humble. Such people
are glad to give up the presumptuous pen and let the Almighty take over. What a
mess we make, anyway! At some point, a longing develops for a better story, one
where mercy takes center stage, new life granted as a royal gift.

How goes it in your life with the question of ultimate authorship? How
many times have you attempted to grab the pen from the hand of God? As one
Bible teacher put it, “Pride dies hard, but this [first] son admitted his wrong
without any attempt at excuse. Then he went” (George Buttrick, pg. 511, The
Interpreter’s Bible; Vol. 7). Fruitful vineyard labor awaited.

The living Word has come to reclaim us and write our names in the Book
of Life. The lost have been found! We're in the company of those who hold in
their hearts the undeserved promise and kindness of the Author. And now, with
His permission, without giving away all the details, I can tell you that the great
story, of which we’re a part, does end happily ever after. Thanks be to God.
Amen.
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