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Sermon Notes St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

Pentecost 20 

28 September 2008 

Preacher: The Reverend Chris Albany 

Rector 

Readings:  Ezekiel 18:1-4, 25-32;  Psalm 25.1-9;  Philippians 2. 1-13;  Matthew 21. 23-32 

 

Social Justice Sunday 
 

What does the future look like from your perspective? Are you optimistic about it? Do you feel positive 

with a sense of assurance about what lies ahead? I am not asking the question because of the current 

crisis affecting the world’s financial markets, which is causing many people to feel just a little anxious 

about the future. Especially those people who have a reliance on investments for their current or future 

income. 

 

No, my focus is elsewhere! On the future which, according to today’s readings, you have some say in 

determining for yourself. The clear thread running through our readings on this Social Justice Sunday is 

that how we live, what we do, our actions and behaviours especially in relations with others are of 

crucial importance. Not only do they affect others, and the community (more about that in a minute) 

but they affect our future and well being. 

 

You might be thinking – that’s obvious Chris! Of course what we do and say impact on our lives 

physically, socially, emotionally. What is less obvious, but what our readings also suggest is that it’s 

also true at the level of our relationship with God – not only in the here and now but for all eternity. 

That our Salvation – to use a theological word – depends in some measure at least on us and the way 

we live in the world! Yes, it’s true that Salvation is a gift of God, made possible through the life death 

and resurrection of Jesus who brings us home to God and frees us to live transformed lives. 

 

But did you notice what St Paul said on the passage we have just heard from Philippians chapter 2? – 

“Work out your own Salvation with fear and trembling”. Paul is saying that our Salvation – gift of 

grace that it is – is something that we are involved in working out – as we respond to God’s mercy, 

compassion and love. That there are obligations and responsibilities that we need to be working at as 

God’s people. This same theme is at the heart of the simple story of the 2 sons that we heard as our 

Gospel reading today (Matthew 21: 28-32). The imagery is clearly meant to be a reference to God and 

God’s kingdom – (God is often referred to as the Vineyard owner in Scripture e.g. John 15). One son 

says he will not go and work in the vineyard as his Father has told him to but changes his mind and 

goes out and works;  the other son says he will go – is outwardly compliant – but then doesn’t. His 

actions don’t match his words.  

 

Jesus then uses this simple story to point to the fact that tax collectors and prostitutes are listening to 

him –as they did to John the Baptist and so are going into the Kingdom before the chief priests and 

religious leaders with whom Jesus is in dialogue throughout this part of Matthew Gospel. It is a clear 

and pointed rebuke of their hypocrisy – of seemingly being on God’s side whereas in reality it is quite 

different. 

 

Jesus is pointing to the evidence of changed and transformed lives – we call it repentance – which 

shows that the tax collectors and prostitutes – are the ones right with God despite their former lives. 
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A message dramatically re-enforced by the passage from Ezekiel Chapter 18 we heard as our first 

reading today. A corrective to the earlier notion in Hebrew thought - that the sins of the Fathers are 

visited on the children and children’s children to the 3
rd

 and 4
th

 generation. This had lead to the saying 

that the “Father has eaten sour grapes but it is the children’s teeth that are set on edge!” Not so says 

Ezekiel – such a saying is not to be repeated any more. There follows a detailed of laying out of the 

reality that each person’s Salvation or otherwise – the terms Ezekiel uses are “life” and “death” 

depends on the person alone and how they live. Salvation really is a matter of life and death – it is that 

important! So in one of the verses we skipped over in our reading we read “A child shall not suffer for 

the iniquity of the parent, or a parent suffer for the iniquity of a child; the righteousness of the righteous 

shall be their own, and the wickedness of the wicked shall be their own.” (Ezekiel 18:20). 

 

An important subtext running through the passage is that God is the God who is slow in anger and 

quick to forgive. The God who is patient and gives time for amendment of life. For repentance to use 

that word again! So we have the ringing conclusion to the end of the reading at the end of chapter 18 

“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!”  

 

One might think that this opens the door to rampant individualism – that would be to misunderstand the 

whole of Hebrew thought. Notice Ezekiel says “Why will you die house of Israel?” There is a 

collective aspect to what is being said, Always when the prophets speak there is the sense that the 

individual is caught up with the society as a whole –that the individuals fate is linked with that of the 

community and so there is the need for the individual to be concerned about the state of the society – its 

systems and structures and especially the way the weak and poor and marginalized are provided for. 

 

In the verses we skipped over Ezekiel spells out the kind of behaviour that is causing problems. 

Oppression of the poor and needy, instead of giving bread to the hungry and clothing the naked; 

infidelity and adultery with the wife of one’s neighbour; the taking of advances and accrued interest 

and so the exploitation of the poor and those in debt. These are the things that are leading to death 

rather than life. Sounds all too familiar! 

 

One might think nothing has really changed! Just look at the world today. The so called sexual 

revolution seems to have only lead to infidelity and the breakdown of marriage and family life for 

many people; the rich are getting richer at the expense of the poor, with the provision of loans to people 

who are in no position to repay the interest let alone the principal. All causing great problems in our 

world today especially the latter with the melt-down of our financial markets. Maybe this is a case 

where the children’s and children’s children teeth will be set on edge because of the father’s sins! The 

impact of what is happening on our financial markets may be felt for generations to come! Maybe I’m 

being too pessimistic – it is too early yet to know what the final impact will be!  

 

Notice the implicit call to justice in what Ezekiel is saying – the giving of bread to the hungry and 

clothing to the naked. Restoration of the property and forgiving of debt. A call not just too understand 

justice and right living but to collective Social Justice. 

 

The Millennium Goals with their focus on reducing world poverty are one way the international 

community is seeking such collective Social Justice. Part of that is the call on the developed nations of 

the world to forgive the debt that is crippling many third and fourth world countries. The servicing of 

that International debt means that this is not money to spend on Education, healthcare and other 

essential services. It is part of the increasing attempt to change systems and structures so people can 
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live self-sufficient lives. Another part of that attempt is the Fair Trade and Fair Wear campaigns which 

seek to make sure that those who provide goods receive a fair price for their goods and labour. 

 

Today Jennifer King has organised a range of Fair trade goods from Tribes and Nations for us to be 

able to purchase. They are set up in the Hall for us to peruse over morning tea. The challenge, to take 

up a slogan from the 70’s, is can we all live a little more simply so others can simply live! Do we listen 

to the challenge that Jesus gives us when he talks about who it is who is going into the Kingdom? 

 

I leave you with St Paul’s words “Let each of you look not to your own interests but to the interests of 

others. Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus…..Therefore my beloved, work out your 

own Salvation with fear and trembling.” (Philippians: 2) - As we seek to show mercy; do justice and 

walk humbly with our God. 

 

 

_____________________________________ 


