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He Said He Would -- But He Did Not
Matthew 21:28-31

Our Lord, indeed, was a spiritud genius. with remarkable brevity, he presented us

with two basic types of people. There are those who say they won't do something and then they do.
There are those who say they will do something and then they don'’t.

Jesustells of afather who goesto one of his sons and asks,

“Will you work in my field today?’ and the son swells up and says, “No.”

Then this son ponders his refusal and, according to Jesus, repents of his obstinacy and goes

and does what he said hewouldn’t do. Oh, heis an interesting character —

but we will leave congderation of him and his strange behavior in abeyance until next week.

Jesus dso offers us amore common character, one who perhaps resembles many of us.

He isthe son to whom the father comes and asks, “Will you go work in my field today?’

and hereplies, “Sure! I'll go!” But having said that, he does not go. He said he would, but he did not.
But as we move into a new year, when we not long ago articulated our good intent into sentences like
“I resolveto lose ten pounds’; “I resolve to become more spiritudly mature’; “1 resolve to stop smoking”;
“I resolve to cherish my children more’; “I resolve to commit my life to Christ more completdy”;

“I resolve to become so positively disciplined”; “I resolve to increase my commitment to the church’ —
a such atime we do well to ponder the example of a son who clearly said to hisfather,

“I resolve to go into your fields,” and then did not go.

We do well to ponder why we say, “1 resolve to do this or that,” and then fail to follow through.

Wheat does such a phenomenon tell us about the meaning of our words?

About the relationship of our words to our soul?

About how well we know ourselves? About how serious we are about meaningful change?

Possihility number one: the son could smply betelling alie

He could be teling his father that he will go into his fidlds and work, just so the father will go away.

He wouldn't be thefirst child to tell aparent, “Yeeh, I'll do that,” just to get the parent off his back.
That’s been done atime or two in the history of the world.

He could be saying Y es to the father knowing full well that he has no intention of going to that fied.
Indeed, perhaps the most honest thing some of us can admit to ourselves about oursavesis that welie.
Some of us know that no matter how many resolutions we formed a couple of weeks ago,

no matter what we told oursdlves about how we were going to change this year,

no matter how much we pretend to be dissatisfied with the under- utilization of our potentid,

in truth we are complacently comfortable with ourselves — even when we tdll ourselves that we are not.
We are comfortable with our habitua failure, comfortable with our lack of discipline and commitment,
comfortable with our inaction, even comfortable with repeated resstance to God' s will and way.

In truth our lack of red resolve fedls as good to us as an old swesatshirt.

Wetdl ourselves— and wetell others, “Sure, I'll volunteer, I'll be disciplined. I'll change!”

But thereisa part of usthat knows we don't mean aword of it, even aswe say it.

Of course, the human heart is complex enough to admit of amiddle possibility between
outright lying and smply faling short of the truth. Maybe the boy had no intention of going



into his father’ s fidd — yet maybe he had no conscious idea that he had no intention of going.

Y ou don't think we are capable of lying to ourselves? Ah, but we are!

We say we will do things that we have no intention of doing —

but we don't conscioudy redizeit at the time.

We think that when we volunteer for atask or make a resolution that we redly intend to make it true.
But deep down we know that we don’t intend to do anything to make those words come true.

We don't intend to rearrange our schedule, don't intend to reorder our priorities,

don’'t intend to make any substantid lifestyle dterations that would turn our promises into concrete redlity.
| think of one of my mentors, a brilliant man and an excellent preacher,

who used to tell me that he was uncomfortable with his atomic Irish temper and that in order

to be more spiritud he had resolved to cam his anger, extinguish it, berid of it forever.

In truth, those of us around him knew -- evenif he didn’t -- that he didn’t mean aword of it.

His temper was a bully stick ussful for cudgeling the rest of usinto submission.

He redly thought he was serious about conquering the great cauldron of anger within him,

but those of us who knew him well knew that ambition, however worthy, was alie.

Hejust did not know it wes alie. Hewaslying to himsdif.

He thought he was telling the truth, but he was not.

Much of the time when we say we will do one thing and then don't, we aren’t telling a conscious lie.
Itisonly that our ‘Yes isashdlow Yes, rooted in ashdlow, puppy-dog desire to please others.

People whose respect we crave ask us to do something and, wanting them to think highly of us,

we say “Sure, I'll do that,” knowing that it would make the person happy. We never look down the road
to anticipate how unhappy they will be in the end when our Y esturns out to be a No.

Sometimes God tugs at our hearts, and we know the divine call is asking us to make some sacrifice,

to undertake some respongbility, to invest some taent and passion in a cause.

Wetdl God “Yes, of course | will,” because that’ s the only way to make that tug of conscience go away.
Tdling God ‘Yes’ makes usfed good.

In other words, we say Y es to others, even unto God, because we don’t want to bear the weight of saying No
— even when we know the real answer of our heartsis No.

| think of the guy in the old Fed Ex commercia who answered the phone saying,

“Send it to Minnegpolis on Monday? | can do that! Have it in Boston on Tuesday? | can do that!

Get it to St. Louis on Wednesday? | can do that! Bein LasVegas on Thursday? | can do that!”

Then he hangs up the phone and there is a moment of silence.

Then he asks, “How am | going to do that?’

Maturity comesin being redistic about who we are and what we can do.

Maturity is having a sense of one' slimits and identifying the tradeoffs. Maturity of judgment recognizes
that more satisfaction comes from doing one thing right than finishing Sx other projects haf-heartedly.
It isnot that many of the Y eses that we intend to say are bad, they may in fact be quite good,

yet we dilute the worth of one Y es when we say so many Y esses that we cannot fulfill them.

So many of our Y eses are never turned to redity because they smply reflect our deep insecurity.
Sometimes Y eses bubble up out of us, rooted in our immature wish that we could change everything
we want to change, that we could be dl thingsto dl people.

Often our promises and resolutions swell up out of our desire to make things the way we' d like them to be,
yet even as we make these promises we know we will not fulfill them.

| wonder, a what point did the son go to hisfather and say, “Dad, | said | would go into thefield,

but | can't” And what exactly would he be meaning by saying “I can't?’



Would he be saying that the father’ s request was too hard, a chalenge too high and difficult even to attempt?
There is no dishonor in attempting a great deed and finding it too much for us and faling short, then
admitting, “1 couldn’t. | tried but | couldn’t.” But going into the field is no great and heroic quest.

In thisingance in saying to the father, “1 can't,” the son redlly means ‘| won't.’

What he redly meansisthat there are other pressures and desires more important and influentid in hislife.
There are quite afew timesin life when we say, “1 can do this” when we secretly think, “I can't.”

Our mouths say, ‘| can do this; but our heartstell us, ‘I don't redly believe | can.’

We make noble resolutions, then say, “I redly can’t stcop smoking. | redly can’t sop working so hard.

| redly can't find devotiond time to quieten my spirit. | redlly don’t have time to mentor a child.

| redlly do lack the courage to reach out to a hurting friend. | redly can't keep my tithe to the church.

| redly can't fulfill that committee respongbility.” And believing that we can't, we don't.

But here sthething: dl too often what we think is a matter of choice ceasesto be a matter of choice.
Wetdl oursalves, “I can't stay on my diet and | can’t find timeto exercise” Then comes the heart attack.
Then comes the time when the spectrum of freedom in our choicesis limited.

Someone declares, “| redly can’'t stop working so hard; | redly can't regulate my stress.”

Then comes the sickness and the breakdown.

Then the spectrum of freedom in our choices becomes limited.

Someone says, “| redly want to value my family more, but | redly can't spare the time right now.”

Then comes the strain upon the marriage and the inevitable tension.

Then the spectrum of freedom is limited.

The reason we make extraordinary, good promisesis because we know that these promises are good for us,
and that there are consequences that will ensueif do not fulfill those promises.

That iswhy out of our heart swell up resolutions of goodness and nobility. But words can only do so much.

We do well to remember who tellsthisstory. It isour Lord, spesking to rdigious folk like us.

Heissaying, “You dl think you are shaped by obedience to your heavenly Father. That isanilluson.

More often than not, regardless of what you say to God, your behavior is shaped by your sdfish impulses.”
Lying in bed early one New Year’s Day, | found mysdf asking mysdf what kind of year | wanted it to be.
What did | redlly want to accomplish? By year's end, what did | want to have achieved?

| garted listing god's, persond, professond, spiritud.

Suddenly in that pre-dawn darkness the Word of God came to me in the form of apiercing, eectric phrase:
Your true desireswill shape you. Your true desires will shape your year. That shocked me head to toe.
Sure, | could go on and make my lists of what | wanted to happen, but God was saying,

“What you redly want to do iswhat you will make time for.

What you redly want to accomplish iswhat will claim your resources.

What you will want to achieve iswhat will dicit your sacrifice. Y our true desires will shepe you.”

Y our true desires will shape you. Your true desires will shape your year.

If your true desireisto grow closer to God, that desire will shape you,

it will arrange your time and order your priorities, it will claim your life.

If you desretruly to live a hedthy life that desire will shape you,

it will arrange your time and order your priorities, it will daim your life.

If your true desire isto cherish your family, that desire will shape you,

it will arrange your time and order your priorities, it will claim your life.

If your true desire is to improve and enlarge this felowship, that desire will orient the way you live.

We seem to be awelter of competing desires, but in the end we will do exactly what we want to do, whether
we redlize that’ s what we wanted to do or not.



What we truly desire shagpes us, like the arm of atennis player that grows thick with practice,
or the legs of arunner that grow deek with mileage, or the bdly of the guy who loves doughnuts.
The more we do what we really desire, the more what we redlly want and do shapes us.

So what, as my children might say, isthe big hairy ded here? So what?

So ason told hisfather that he would work the fields but his true desires took him esawhere. So what?
Hereiswhy it matters. Our Lord once said avery smple thing, very smple and very wise:
Y ou cannot serve two masters.

Y ou will either love one and hate the other, or you will serve the other and despise the one.
The big ded about life and faith is

that we ether arrange our lives around the requests of the Fether,

or we order our behavior around what strikes our fancy.

Thevoice we redlly heed istruly our God

and is the One who will determine the pathway of our year.

Our Deity can be the true God — or it can be us.

Ah, but the father’ s request to the son to go work in the field was such alittle thing!
Yes, but our Lord aso said,

“Those who are faithful in doing little things will be faithful in much.

Those who are faithlessin doing little things will be faithlessin much.”

Going into thefidd isbut alittle thing —

but our year will mostly be comprised of doing aseries of little things.

To say Yesto the Father in some little act of obedience and discipline may well
prepare your soul to walk closdly with God in dl matters, greet and smdll.

Our heavenly Father comes to us and asks us to go work in the fields of service.
Perhaps, in the safety of the sanctuary it iseasy to say Yes.

But when tomorrow comes, what desire will truly shape our heart?

Will we do what we have promised unto the Father?
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