
February 10, 2019    “Battle of Wills”                    John Wesley United Methodist Church 

Matthew 21:23-32                       Rev. Rebecca Mincieli, 508-548-3050 

 

Poet and philosopher Kahlil Gibran wrote, “In the first hour of the beginning of time, man stood before 

the face of the sun, stretched out his arms and cried, ‘Behind this sky there is a great and loving and 

benevolent God.’  Then man turned his back to the great circle of light and saw for the first time his 

shadow upon the earth.  And this man, walking back toward his cave, thought to himself, ‘I am between 

two compelling forces, one in whom I wish to take refuge, and the other against whom I shall struggle.’  

And the ages marched forward in procession, while man existed between these two powers, one that he 

blessed because it exalted him, and one that he cursed because it frightened him.” 

 

Clearly, Gibran is telling us that it is we, our own selves, that should frightens us.  Why?  Because of 

our decisions, our choices, our free will that can cause us to do things we really shouldn't do and lead us 

to places we really shouldn't go.  And that's what we see in today's scripture.  The Pharisees were 

questioning the divine authority of Jesus, which meant they were at odds with John the Baptist because 

John consistently proclaimed that Jesus was the Son of God.  And the vast majority of the people 

in Israel believed John's message of repentance and the coming of the Messiah.  So let me paraphrase 

the parable Jesus told those Pharisees.  He asked them, “What do you think?  A man, meaning God, had 

two sons, and he went to the first and said, ‘Son, go today and work in my vineyard.’  The vineyard, of 

course, represents God's world out there, and what we must do to bring God's kingdom to fruition. The 

first son answered ‘I will not,’ but later he changed his mind and went.  The father went to the second 

son and said the same thing, and the son answered,  ‘I will go sir,’ but he did not go.   Which of the two 

did the will of his father?”  The Pharisees answered correctly, ‘the first son.’ ‘Ah yes,’ said Jesus.  ‘And 

truly I tell you, the tax collectors, the prostitutes, the adulterers, the addicts, the prideful, are going into 

the kingdom of God before you.  Because, you see, you may say all the right things, but when John the 

Baptist came telling you the way, you did not believe him.  But those others, well, they did believe him, 

and they repented and they did the will of the Father.  And even after you saw their changed lives, your 

pride and hard heartedness prevented you from changing your minds and doing the Father’s will.”   

 

Do you see what Jesus is talking about in this parable?  Again, that internal struggle which leads to a 

battle of wills.  Our will versus God’s will.  Now I believe we’re all here today because we yearn to be 

in a right relationship with God.  We want to do God's will.  And, like the second son, we may start out 



with the best of intentions, but then, for whatever reason, we miss the mark and fail.  Why?  Well. as 

Rev. J. Ellsworth Kalas says, "Something happened."  "It happened at the very center of unequaled 

beauty, in a garden called Eden, a place of perfection.  And this suggests that there is no setting so 

beautiful as to be immune to ugliness, no garden so perfect, that evil and pain cannot intrude.  And the 

entry point of that evil was us, humankind."  And just to add an exclamation mark to his point, Kalas 

states, "The root cause of this human failure, was in the human power of choice, our free will."  So let's 

talk more about this "battle of wills." and the two main fronts on which it is fought.   

 

The first front where our will and God's will come into conflict concerns those events in our lives that 

are out of our human control, when life crashes in, so to speak.  Like those times when we see or suffer 

tragedy, or illness, or death, and we ask - Where is God, and how can I trust him?  Kalas tells the story 

about a time when he visited a husband and wife who had no church affiliation.  But they had been 

convinced by one of his parishioners that perhaps Kalas could help them during what seemed like a 

nearly hopeless time in their lives.  The middle-aged woman was dying slowly, steadily, and painfully, 

and her husband had quit his job in order to take care of her.  So things were bleak and desperate.  Kalas 

says, "I began my conversation cautiously and gently.  Cautiously and gently examining their hearts and 

souls.  I heard how long this woman had been ill, her doctor's prognosis, and the report that no 

alternatives remained.  I learned, too, that church and references to God had never been part of their 

lives.  But this did not stop the husband from speaking as an authority.  After his wife had summed up 

her story, her husband offered his analysis.  He said, 'I've never been a churchgoer, but I can tell you 

this, if God won't do something for my wife, then God can just go to hell.'   He was not trying to shock 

me, he was only speaking as people do when they are wounded to the depths of their very being." 

 

So what to do in situations like this?  Well, at those times, we have two choices.  We can get angry at 

God, which God, of course, can handle.  And God will continue to love us despite our anger.  But this 

choice means we turn our back on God, which prevents us from receiving God’s peace and comfort and 

assurance when we need it the most.  Or, we can choose to trust that God will work for good in our 

lives, even in the midst of our pain and sorrow, even when we cannot understand.  As your pastor, I 

personally believe there is nothing in this universe so bad, so evil, that God cannot reshape it and bring 

good out of it.  So this choice means we will find strength for our journey and blessings that can take us 

through any of our circumstances.   

 



And, in fact, we might even find our pain molds us into a more godly person.  Remember the scripture 

where eighteen men were killed when the tower at Siloam fell on them, and people wanted an 

explanation from Jesus.  He told them this wasn't any judgment or damnation from God.  Things in this 

life happen that can't be explained.  But Jesus used the tragedy to remind them to repent and follow 

God's will for their lives, or, in the end, they would ultimately perish as well.  Just like in today’s 

scripture Jesus calls us to repent.  You see, repentance is a integral part of the Christian life.  For it is 

through repentance that God forgives us, changes us and makes us new.   

 

Now the second battle front where our will and God's will come into conflict concerns those events in 

our lives where we do have total control.  Where we decide our own course of action without seeking 

God’s will, and just keep believing like those Pharisees, that we’re doing everything right.  There’s an 

amusing tale about two Kentucky horsemen who had a strong rivalry with one another.  Each of them 

owned fine thoroughbred horses.  One spring, both men agreed to hold a race between their two best 

horses.  Thinking a better rider might help him outdo his friend, one of the men hired a “professional” 

jockey.  The horses were racing neck and neck right down to the wire, when suddenly they collided, 

sending both horses and riders sprawling to the ground.  But this mishap did not stop the “professional” 

jockey.  He quickly remounted and won the race.  Triumphantly riding into the paddock, the jockey 

found the owner who had hired him fuming with rage. "What’s the matter?" the jockey asked. "I won, 

didn’t I?"  "Oh, yes," roared the owner. "You won all right, but you were on the wrong horse." 

 

And too often, this describes us.  We are so intent on getting to that finish line our way, that we end up 

on the wrong “horse.”  In exercising our free will, we rebel against God’s will and we end up making 

bad choices which puts us in bad situations.  And when we are at odds with God, we can become very 

un-Christ-like individuals.  You see, things like pride, envy, greed, hate, the discord we see all around 

us, and even in us, are just some of the many consequences of man’s free will.  Theologian Jonathan 

Edwards once said, “If love is the sum of Christianity, surely those things that overthrow love are 

exceedingly unbecoming to Christians.  An envious Christian, a malicious Christian, a cold hearted or 

hard hearted Christian, is the greatest absurdity and contradiction.”  It's like philosopher G. K. 

Chesterton said: when asked by a British newspaper if he would write an essay on the subject, "What is 

Wrong with the World?" Chestertown sent back a two sentence essay.  "What is wrong with the world?  

Me!"  The bottom line is that too often we will that which is self-seeking.  God, on the other hand, 

always wills that which is holy and loving and just and good, because that is God’s nature.   



So what might we do to change things and more readily conform our will to that of God's?  Let's go 

back again to that caveman and his shadow.  We've seen the darkness of the shadow in our lives when 

we follow our own will.  But remember, wherever there is a shadow, there is also light.  And so, as 

Christians, we are to turn to that light.  How?  Well one way is to listen to St. Paul when he implores us, 

"Beloved, whatever is true... whatever is honorable... whatever is just... whatever is pure... whatever is 

pleasing... whatever is commendable... if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of 

praise, think about, and do, these things.”  He also said we are to bear the fruit of the Holy Spirit – 

love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.  That's how we 

live in that light!   

 

As we heard in the beginning, there is a power in the universe that can indeed exalt us.  Because we 

worship a great and loving and benevolent God.  And the greatest testimonial to the power of God 

through Jesus Christ is his ability to change people, to change us.  And one of the most important things 

Jesus taught us is to say to God, "Thy will be done."  Like when he taught us to pray, “Thy kingdom 

come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.”  You see, doing God's will in your life can affect 

this world for good.  And so, when we pray, "Your will be done," it is nothing less than a declaration of 

war against all that is not God's will.  These are our marching orders as we fight the battle and go out to 

work in our Father's vineyard.  Amen. 

 

 

  

 


