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Psalm 78:1-4                     “Drawing Outside the Lines”                         R.P.C. 
Matthew 21:23-32                                                                        September 28, 2014 
                                               Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    The Gospel of Matthew begins by portraying Jesus as one who attracts great 
crowds. Matthew tells us that Jesus went throughout Galilee, “teaching in the 
synagogues and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and curing every 
disease and every sickness among people.” So his fame immediately spread. As a 
result, great crowds followed him, “from Galilee, the Decapolis, Jerusalem, Judea, 
and from beyond the Jordan,” says Matthew. It was to these crowds that he 
taught the Beatitudes, and a good number of the people continued to follow him, 
giving rise to the occasion when there were those miraculous feedings of four and 
five thousand. 
    So for a while Jesus is quite popular. Perhaps he is popular because he speaks 
of God as a God of love. He tells of a God who reaches out to the suffering, 
hurting humanity in love. And then gives evidence of that fact by personally 
healing and feeding the people through the name and the power of God. 
    But as the Gospel of Matthew moves along, the crowds seem to get smaller. 
Jesus stops attracting adoring multitudes and instead attracts the rebuke, 
criticism and rejection of the religious authorities … that is where our scripture 
brings us today. When these ‘people of power’ show up, the multitudes begin to 
fade. We might surmise that part of the issue is that people are hesitant to get 
into trouble with ‘people of authority’ for fear of confrontation, followed by 
possible arrest, incarceration and punishment. 
    But a careful reading of Matthew’s gospel offers another factor as well: the 
words and tone of Jesus are changing too. No longer is the focus of his speech 
about blessedness, and love. He is now beginning to talk about the cost of 
following – the demands of discipleship. In essence, Jesus is beginning to “draw 
outside the lines;” he is pressing beyond the comfort zone. 
    The Wednesday morning Men’s Bible Study has been “slogging” through this 
Gospel of Matthew. I say “slogging” for it has taken us over a year of Wednesdays 
to get just to the 17th chapter.  (We did take the summer off…) Well, all right   … 
so what if we are a remedial Bible Study group - We LIKE to take our time, and of 
course, we NEVER, EVER get off topic…. 
    The past few weeks we have been looking at the scripture just prior to the 
passage we shared for today. Two weeks ago we studied Peter’s confession, “you 
are the Messiah (the Christ), the Son of the living God.” Then we noted last 
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Wednesday that Jesus immediately follows Peter’s profession of faith with a 
statement that he, Jesus, was going to Jerusalem to undergo suffering and death 
at the hands of the chief priest, scribes and elders. 
    But he doesn’t stop there! He says, “If any want to become my followers, let 
them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want 
to save their life will lose it, and those who want to lose their life for my sake will 
find it.” Talk about ‘drawing outside of the lines’!!! Who ever heard of a suffering, 
dying Messiah? And who would ever be willing to follow that same course of 
action, if called upon? 
    So today we read that Jesus is under assault by the keepers of the tradition, the 
religious authorities - the biblically knowledgeable authorities. Jesus responds to 
his opponents’ question as to where he gets his authority with a counter question 
to them about the origins of baptism of John the Baptist, and his opponents 
answer him, “We do not know.” That’s quite a telling response, because as the 
religious authorities, they are the ones who are SUPPOSED to be “in the know.” 
    So Jesus tells them a series of parables to answer their initial question. Then he 
says to them some of the most scathing words that he speaks in this entire 
Gospel. He says to his critics, “I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are 
going into the kingdom of God before you.” 
    Can you imagine how this rebuke must have stung them? These religious 
authorities are at the center of the nation’s religious life. They are the ones to 
whom the people go for scriptural interpretation. And yet Jesus tells them that 
the tax collectors – those hated collaborators with the Roman overlords who are 
fleecing their own people to pay for the Roman occupation forces…  that THEY 
and add to that the prostitutes – that these people get to enter God’s kingdom 
before these knowledgeable, powerful, ‘good people’, who consider themselves 
to be at the front of the line!  Jesus is confronted by those at the center of 
religious life. These are the religious authorities, the insiders – people like … like 
us. And yet Jesus responds by sadly observing that those whom the insiders 
regard as on the margins, outside the scope of God’s grace, are the first to enter 
the kingdom. 
    Now, I realize this morning that I am the quintessential insider addressing those 
who are on the inside too. After all, you would not be here on this late September 
morning if you were not one of the extraordinarily committed members of the 
church. And yet, once again, we find Jesus subverting our expectations about 
God. Just like last week, when Jesus tells the parable about the laborers in the 
vineyard who all receive the same pay, we wonder again about the judgment and 
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fairness of God. Those who we regard as being outsiders, alienated, cast out to 
the margins because of their disreputable behavior, Jesus claims go into the 
kingdom of God before us good ones! 
    We say that Jesus Christ is Lord. But I think when we say that we usually mean 
MY Lord, or OUR Lord. So how does it feel to be reminded that Jesus Christ is Lord 
of ALL, including those whom we (often secretly) regard as outsiders? 
    There is a town, like other towns in the US, where once five downtown 
churches, representing most mainline Christian denominations thrived. Today 
only three of those congregations are still in existence. Why? Go to that town and 
ask anybody. They will tell you: “Those churches that no longer exist couldn’t find 
a way to reach out to their changing community.” “They became more concerned 
with themselves and their survival, and less concerned with the world around 
them. And they died!” 
    It can happen you know … and it happens around here too. In recent years our 
office has received flyers from real estate agencies listing church buildings for 
sale, like the one on Merritt Avenue on Merritt Island, right across from Home 
Depot. Friday morning I again saw turkey buzzards sitting and waiting on the roof 
of the church next door; none on ours … yet!   (I’m just sayin’… buzzards?) And 
the first church building in Cocoa Beach – that one close to 4th Street South, was 
sold and has been converted into a private residence. So if your architectural 
tastes are for lofty, cathedral ceilings, you can now buy a dead church. 
    I daresay that most of us in the church – insiders that we are – consider 
ourselves in the middle of things, spiritually speaking. Most of us are not radically 
conservative, or radically liberal theologically, but rather would place ourselves 
somewhere in the middle – as moderates. 
    In his book, The Gospel According to Starbucks, Leonard Sweet calls attention to 
the curious “loss of the middle” in our culture and age. In our world, says Sweet 
there are all sorts of pressures to move from the comfortable middle to the 
extremes of the right or left.  He says “middles are in trouble.” We are now in a 
“Starbucks world” in which that rather comfortable, status quo status, is being 
forsaken for more distinctive positions on the margins. A “Starbucks world” is 
NOT one that caters to the lowest common denominator of the big middle. 
    Nobody wants to be average any more, or to have a kind of bland mass appeal. 
To be called “vanilla” is an insult in our age. “Today, no company in its right mind 
would name itself General Motors, or General Foods, or General Electric. There is 
no general anything, no happy medium anymore.  Both ends now play against the 
middle … creating an hourglass shape to our society.” 
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    “Avoidance of the middle,” continues Sweet, “explains why Starbucks does not 
sell a coffee size called ‘medium.’ Medium is not a virtue anymore. What is the 
emotional strength of being not too large, but not too small either? Just sort of 
there in between… The strength has left the middle,” concludes Sweet. 
    There is something about Jesus Christ who reaches out all the way to the 
margins, and beyond. He is determined to be Lord not just of me and my friends 
in the church - not for just the bland, middle of the road status quo, but for the 
whole world. Before he goes to the cross, he engages his critics and infuriates 
them by telling them that some of the worst people on earth – those whom they 
regard as morally and spiritually inferior to themselves, will go into the kingdom 
before them. 
    If our congregation ever loses this truth, we are in danger of losing our 
congregation. If we get confused into thinking that Jesus Christ is MY Lord, and 
not THEIR Lord, we will lose the Gospel. There is something about Jesus Christ 
that makes it impossible to worship him without following him – following him to 
the margins where he is seeking and saving the lost, finding those, that - 
unfortunately too often - we are all too willing to cast aside. 
    But perhaps I speak too negatively. Perhaps there are some here this morning 
who could testify, if we had the time. Perhaps they could tell us that they once 
felt as though they were on the margins. They once thought they were outside 
the reach of God’s love; that they were once outside the scope of God’s kingdom. 
Then somehow, some way, God managed to reach you. God found them in your 
lost-ness and brought them home. 
     I think it’s very important that if you were one of those people, that you never 
forget what it was like not to know the love of God in Jesus Christ. Never forget 
what it was like to consider yourself far from the grace of God, lost and alone. 
And we need you to remember and to help our congregation - who are mostly 
insiders - to constantly reach out to those on the margins in the name of Christ. 
    So is today’s Gospel mostly good news or bad? I suppose much depends on 
where we are when we hear this news. Here is good news for all those who find 
themselves marginalized by the judgments and condemnation – by the self-
righteousness and conceit of others. But here is good news for the rest of us as 
well. 
     There is something about this God who loves us in Christ, who notices those on 
the margins, and yet, who is not content with those on the inside who claim to be 
naturally spiritual. He is the One who seeks and saves the lost sheep, loving them 
with the same intensity with which He loves those who stayed, and never 
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wandered. He is the savior who goes to whatever lengths necessary to reach out 
to those on the edges, on the margins. That is why he has been known to ‘draw 
outside the lines.’ 
    One of the perennial struggles of the people of God has always been what 
response we should make to the new – the new ideas, the new challenges, the 
new things that God is doing in the world. It seems to me that in today’s passage, 
Christ is implicitly inviting us to join him in ‘drawing outside the lines.’ It seems to 
me that the kingdom is so much larger and more inclusive than we would ever 
make it.  Yet it seems to me that if we worship him, we are also to imitate him. 
    Will change be difficult? Most assuredly. It is risky to draw outside the lines – to 
think outside the box, to push the envelope. There are things out there that I 
won’t like; things out there that you won’t like, things that take us beyond our 
comfort zone. Will there be mistakes? Most assuredly. Yet, most assuredly there 
will also be God’s grace. 
    Today’s passage is still asking the church if we – the insiders – will make the 
same mistake as the scribes and Pharisees by rejecting the new and challenging 
revelation that God sends. So, will we? Will we be open to the new summons that 
God puts before us? Or will “hold the middle” and continue to be bland and 
lukewarm, always upholding the status quo – afraid to change because … well, 
you know … because ‘we’ve never done it that way before?’ 
     Frankly, I’d rather sharpen my drawing pencil and  learn to ‘draw outside the 
lines’ than to put out a sign that reads: For sale! Dead church!                             
Amen. 
 
 
 


