
5. The Parable of the Two Sons
(Matthew 21: 28–32)

Our journey through the parables now brings us to The Parable of the Two Sons, which is
another wonderful example of a simple story that carries a lot of meaning! Jesus o�ers the parable in the
context of a larger conversation about the Jewish people and the Gentile people and their reactions to
Christ, but it also speaks to us about how we live out the Faith.

In St. Matthew’s gospel, we find that Jesus tells this parable in the middle of a specific
conversation. The chief priests and scribes ask what authority Jesus has. Of course, the answer is that
Jesus has the authority of God! Because Jesus is God, part of the Holy Trinity along with the Father and
the Holy Spirit, of course He has the authority to teach us and to lead us, and to save us. But the chief
priests are thinking that He is not from God. We read,

Now when He came into the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people
confronted Him as He was teaching, and said, “By what authority are You doing these things?
And who gave You this authority?” But Jesus answered and said to them, “I also will ask you one
thing, which if you tell Me, I likewise will tell you by what authority I do these things: The
baptism of John—where was it from? From heaven or from men?”

And they reasoned 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 men,’ we fear the multitude, for all
count John as a prophet.” So they answered Jesus and said, “We do not know.” And He said to
them, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things.”

(Matthew 21: 23-27)

You may remember that St. John the Forerunner had been out in the wilderness, eating honey and
locusts and preaching that people should repent because the Savior was coming soon. He baptized many
of the Jewish people, and they believed his prophecies. When Jesus came to him to be baptized, John
told the people, “Behold, the Lamb of God!” John was God’s holy Prophet, and he clearly said that Jesus
was the Messiah, the Savior they had all been waiting for. When Jesus asks them whether John got his
authority “from heaven or from men”, He is asking if John is really a true prophet.

When the chief priests and scribes talk amongst themselves to find an answer to this question,
they don’t ever ask each other if John is a real prophet! They aren’t trying to figure out where John
actually got his authority, or where Jesus gets His. Instead, they talk about how people will react to their
answers. They only care what other people will think. They know that if they say John is from God,
then that means Jesus is from God too, but they don’t want this to be true. They aren’t trying to find the
actual truth. They are trying to stay in power, and they think that if they admit that Jesus is God, then
He will take over and they won’t have any control anymore. But on the other hand, if they say that John
is just a man, that he is not a holy Prophet of God, then the people will be very angry with them! They
might even lose power that way! Whether they answer that John’s authority comes from heaven or from
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men, they are going to look bad. Instead of looking for the truth, they look for an answer that keeps
them in power: “We do not know.” By just refusing to answer the question, they try to hold on to their
power.

Right at this moment, as the chief priests and scribes are trying to weasel a way to make sure
that Jesus cannot take away their power, Jesus tells The Parable of the Two Sons. He is speaking to the
chief priests and scribes:

“But what do you think? A man had two sons, and he came to the first and said, ‘Son, go,
work today in my vineyard.’ He answered and said, ‘I will not,’ but afterward he regretted it and
went.

Then he came to the second and said likewise. And he answered and said, ‘I go, sir,’ but
he did not go.

Which of the two did the will of his father?”
They said to Him, “The first.”
Jesus said to them, “Assuredly, I say to you that tax collectors and harlots enter the

kingdom of God before you. For John came to you in the way of righteousness, and you did not
believe him; but tax collectors and harlots believed him; and when you saw it, you did not
afterward relent and believe him.

(Matthew 21: 28-32)

The first son says that he won’t obey the father, but he repents and does go to work. The second son says
that he will go to work, but he doesn’t. Which do you think is better? The father wants his sons to work
in the vineyard, so he is happy with the one who does work in the vineyard, and unhappy with the one
who does not.

Jesus tells the chief priests and scribes that they are like this second son, who lies and says he will
go to work but does not. “For John came to you in the way of righteousness, and you did not believe
him; but tax collectors and harlots believed him; and when you saw it, you did not afterward relent and
believe him.” John came to them all, preaching repentance. The tax collectors and harlots, the sinners,
did not believe him right away; they are the first son who says no, but then changes his mind. When
they repented and began to follow Jesus, the chief priests and scribes did not follow Him too. Instead,
they worried that if everyone followed Jesus, they would not be powerful anymore, so they did
everything they could to stop Jesus (eventually crucifying Him).

When Jesus talks to the chief priests and scribes, He is talking to the leadership of God’s people,
the Israelites. It’s not just about these specific priests and scribes in front of Him, but really about all of
Israel. Archbishop Dmitri of Blessed Memory tells us, “Jesus is foretelling, of course, the conversion of
many Gentiles and their becoming obedient to the will of God. Although many Jews did also believe and
follow Christ’s new law, most rejected Him.” (The Parables, 66.) The Israelites are the chosen people of
God, and ever since Abraham and Jacob and Moses, they have said that they will follow Christ -- they
are that second son who says he will follow, but does not!
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When we look at the parable this way, focusing on Israel and the Gentiles, we know that the
Gentiles (or anyone who is not Jewish) are the first son, and the second son is Israel. When the father
asks his sons to “work in the vineyard”, this would mean following Jesus -- both believing in Him, and
also living by His commandments. As we have seen before, there is e�ort in the spiritual life! It is hard
work. Jesus also brings up the “tax collectors and harlots” again, using them as examples of people who
are considered the greatest of all sinners, and saying again that they will enter into the Kingdom of
heaven.

St. Jerome, or Hieronymos, was a very wise Saint who lived in the fourth century. When he
writes about this parable, he says,

Whence others think that the parable does not relate to Gentiles and Jews, but simply to the
righteous and to sinners. These by their evil deeds had rejected God's service, but after received
from John the baptism of repentance; while the Pharisees who made a show of righteousness,
and boasted that they did the law of God, despising John's baptism, did not follow his precepts.

(St. Jerome)

Serving God, or working in the vineyard, means doing the things Jesus asks us to do: loving one
another, forgiving one another, feeding the poor and visiting the sick, etc. We are meant to love God
and to love one another. People who do evil deeds, like tax collectors stealing money from poor people,
are certainly not doing that! St. Jerome rightly says that they are rejecting serving God -- but then those
sinners who came to John in the desert and were baptized, turned their lives around! They started out by
saying no to working in the vineyard, but then they repented and began to follow God. They will be
welcomed into heaven. But remember the Publican and the Pharisee? The Publican has done bad
things, but He repents! On the other hand, the Pharisee makes a big show of loving God, but he really
loves himself. People who say that they love God but then don’t follow His commandments, are this
second son, and the Father is not fooled by their words. He knows their hearts, and they are not working
to enter into the Kingdom of heaven.

As Christians, it’s important for us to think about which son we will be! Great Lent is a time of
repentance, which means that it’s time to be humble, and to admit that we are not perfect. We have said
“no” to following Christ’s commandments sometimes, but we are ready to change and to do what Christ
asks of us. We pray the Lenten Prayer of St. Ephraim:

O Lord and Master of my life, take from me the spirit of laziness, despair, lust of power, and
idle talk.

But give rather the spirit of chastity, humility, patience, and love to Thy servant.

Yea, O Lord and King, grant me to see my own transgressions, and not to judge my brother,
for blessed art Thou, unto ages of ages. Amen.
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When we pray this prayer, we are acknowledging that we really can be sinful, and we are asking
God to take away those bad vices from us, and instead, we want to repent and replace all of that
sinfulness with the things, like chastity, humility, patience and love. We are asking God to help us
repent, and then help us follow His commandments. We are asking to be like the first son! We have
said “no” to God before, but now we are ready to go work in the vineyard!

It is good for us to work towards being the brother that actually does the work, the one who
obeys God. But even when we are doing that right thing, St. Ephraim’s prayer reminds us to be
careful. It might be easy to judge our brother who isn’t doing the right thing, but we should not
judge! We will meet people who say they love God but aren’t really acting like it, and it’s not up to
us  to judge them for it.

We need to do what is right, but “keep our eyes on our own plate”, doing the right thing
without messing it all up by judging someone else’s actions. Great Lent is a great time to practice
this, since it is when we pray the prayer of St. Ephraim every day, and try extra hard to live
according to it.

Whoever has ears to hear, let them hear! Let’s hear and understand.

QUESTIONS:

The chief priests and elders of the people ask Jesus about His authority, which He answers with another
question about John’s authority. What do they talk about as they prepare to answer Him? Authority, or
something else?

- They aren’t even trying to figure out the answer to His question. They don’t discuss where John
actually got his authority, or where Jesus gets His. Instead, they talk together about how people will
react to their answers. They only care what other people will think, so rather than looking for the
truth, they look for an answer that keeps them in power.
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Jesus addresses their question with the Parable of the Two Sons. What is the di�erence between the two
sons in this parable??

- When the father tells the sons to go to the vineyard and work, they give di�erent answers. One says he
will not go (but does) and the other says he will go (but does not).

How do we serve God? What can we do to be the son that actually goes into the vineyard and does the
work? ?

- Serving God, or working in the vineyard, means doing the things Jesus asks us to do: loving one
another, forgiving one another, feeding the poor and visiting the sick, etc. We are meant to love God
and to love one another.

FOR DISCUSSION:

This is another parable that is so easy to understand. We hear about the two sons, and it seems simple
to know which one was doing what was right: the one who actually went and did what his father asked him to
do! Even though he said he wouldn’t go and work in the vineyard, in the end he actually did it.

Have you ever thought or said “no” to someone’s directions, but ended up doing the thing a�er all? If
you did, talk about how it felt to obey (even if you had first thought or said that you wouldn’t).

The right thing for the brothers to do seems so clear and maybe it even seems easy when we look at it
from the outside. Because we are Christians, it’s important for us to keep this parable always in our mind.
Living in this way may not work out to be so obviously easy, though. We should always be thinking about
which son we will be! But how can we do that? The Church gives us tools to help us. For example, Great Lent
is a time of repentance, a time to be humble, and a time to admit that we are not perfect. All year long, but
especially during Great Lent, we realize that even though we have said “no” to following Christ’s
commandments sometimes, we are ready to change. We want to do what God asks of us. The Prayer of St.
Ephraim is a tool that we use during Great Lent that helps us on this journey. How does this prayer help you
to humble yourself and repent? Can you think of other ways that we can begin to change, and to do what God
asks of us? Talk about them together.
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