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Matthew 21:23-32 
 

 23 When he entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people came to 
him as he was teaching, and said, "By what authority are you doing these things, and 
who gave you this authority?" 
 24 Jesus said to them, "I will also ask you one question; if you tell me the answer, then I 
will also tell you by what authority I do these things. 
 25 Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human origin?" And they 
argued with one another, "If we say, 'From heaven,' he will say to us, 'Why then did you 
not believe him?' 
 26 But if we say, 'Of human origin,' we are afraid of the crowd; for all regard John as a 
prophet." 
 27 So they answered Jesus, "We do not know." And he said to them, "Neither will I tell 
you by what authority I am doing these things. 
 28 "What do you think? A man had two sons; he went to the first and said, 'Son, go and 
work in the vineyard today.' 
 29 He answered, 'I will not'; but later he changed his mind and went. 
 30 The father went to the second and said the same; and he answered, 'I go, sir'; but he 
did not go. 
 31 Which of the two did the will of his father?" They said, "The first." Jesus said to them, 
"Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God 
ahead of you. 
 32 For John came to you in the way of righteousness and you did not believe him, but 
the tax collectors and the prostitutes believed him; and even after you saw it, you did 
not change your minds and believe him. 
 
Exegetical observations: 
 
1. With regard to the two sons, in some cultures, saying “no” to one’s father in 
public would be considered far worse than failing to do the work. 

2. Because of the tone of Jesus’ answer to the chief priests, it is not exactly clear 
what the correct answer is supposed to be.  The standard interpretation is that the 
priests have answered the question correctly (and thus convict themselves by their own 
answer).  However, the hypothesis that the priests answered incorrectly may fit the tone 
of Jesus’ response in verse 31 better. 
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3. The order of the sons matters for two possible reasons: 

a. Because the first son is presumably the older son.  The lineage of the Judeo-
Christian literature tends to honor the second son: Abel’s offering is preferred to Cain 
(after Cain kills Abel, Seth is born and our lineage is from Seth).  The covenant of 
Abraham comes through Isaac (though Isaac is Sarah’s first child, Ishmael is Abraham’s 
first son).  Isaac’s blessing is goes to Jacob (the younger son), not Esau (the first son).  
It matters to a Jewish hearer whether the first or second son was correct. 

b. Because Christians began to see this parable as an allegory to the rejection of 
Jesus by the Jews, in which case the first son needs to be the one who says “yes” and 
fails to follow through, while the second son (who says “no” and later goes) would 
represent Christians, particularly Gentile Christians. 

4. The question of divine authority is raised in the context of John the Baptizer 
because John was promising exactly what the Temple is there for: the forgiveness of 
sins.  John’s ministry had promised forgiveness through baptism – a mechanism that 
made the Temple irrelevant.  The context of this passage is that Jesus had just 
previously entered the Temple and overturned the tables of the moneychangers and set 
loose the doves. 

5. The answer “I will not” is not in the future tense.  A literal translation is “I do not 
want to” or “I am not willing.”   

6. When Jesus says, “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going 
into the kingdom of God ahead of you,” the phrase “ahead of you” (sometimes 
translated as “before you”) implies “with greater honor” not a temporal sequence. 

7. The Greek word (metame,lomai, metamelomai) that is translated as “changed his 
mind” has a strong connotation of regret or being sorry. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What would you like to stop being? 

2. How easily do you forgive people for their past? What is your attitude toward 
hiring ex-convicts, for example? 

3. What would be hardest for you to sacrifice in order to follow Jesus: your 
reputation, your wealth, or your career? 


