
2020-09-27 Sue Diggory 
Trinity 16 – Matthew 21: 28 – 32 

 
The Parable of the Two Sons 
 
What do you think asks Jesus?   
 
A question that I suspect we would all hesitate to answer because we want to make sure 
we give him the right answer!  
 
It’s Holy Week in Jerusalem; the hosannas of Palm Sunday have faded away; the tables 
have been overturned in the Temple and the money changers have been driven out. 
 
We find Jesus is back in the Temple, most likely on the Tuesday of this action packed week, 
less than 3 days away from his crucifixion, the climax of his earthly mission which coupled 
with his resurrection enabled the redemption of the human race, he is in the Temple 
teaching the people, the ordinary people, those who were still willing to listen, and then 
they appear; the chief priests and their entourage and once again they pose the question 
“By what authority are you doing these things; and who gave you this authority” 
 
And in good rabbinic style Jesus answers them with a question; a question about John the 
Baptist – was his authority from heaven or from men. They were now in a very difficult 
position, what we would call a catch 22 situation – if they answered heaven; then they 
opened themselves up to questions of disobedience on their part and if they said man, 
then they opened themselves up to criticism by the people who recognised John as a 
prophet and a man sent by God.  
 
After discussion they reply came “we don’t know” a reply that wasn’t as clever as I suspect 
they hoped it might be, because Jesus simply said “Neither will I tell you by what authority 
I am doing these things” and instead he told them the story we have heard as our Gospel 
reading this evening, the parable of the two sons, another parable that is only recorded 
by Matthew.  
 
On the face of it a very straight forward story with a very simple answer; a very easy 
answer to Jesus’ “What do you think question” but a simple and easy answer that can be 
rather unsettling and one that no doubt ‘rattled’ the priestly gathering and made them 
more determined than ever to get rid of this troublesome upstart of a rabbi from Galilee. 
 
Surely they were the ones who did God’s will; they were the ones who would be first into 
the kingdom; they were the ones who not only new the rules; they were the ones who 
kept them or were they? As always Jesus’ parables came with a twist or a sting in the tail. 
 



In first century Jewish culture obedience to your father was expected as of right, it showed 
the respect and the honour that a parent deserved; so in fact both sons brought dishonour 
to their father; the first by initially refusing to go and work in the vineyard; by his words 
and the second by not keeping his word; I will sir became a hollow and empty response 
because as we are told he did not go, and so he dishonoured his father by not keeping his 
word and not fulfilling his promise. But we know that the first son changed his mind and 
did go; he did do the will of his father and went off to his work in the vineyard. 
 
Here we have a parable that deals with dishonesty and failure; the dishonesty and failure 
of the religious leaders and this was harsh teaching for the chief priests and their 
entourage to hear! Outward obedience was no good – your yes needed to be more than 
an outward and hollow obedient nod to the law; it needed to be coupled with actual 
obedience to God’s message; the message that was being spoken through his prophet 
and messenger John the Baptist; it required a change of lifestyle; the change and 
transformation that true repentance brings to us all; it required the type of obedience 
that is willing to ‘let go and let God’  
 
We can I’m sure all think of New Testament characters who were prepared to change 
when they encountered the presence of the living God at work in their lives through the 
presence of Christ 
 
The 12 who left all they had; nets and income; family and friends to follow 
 
The women who supported Jesus in his itinerant ministry; including staying at the foot of 
the cross throughout his crucifixion and being the first to the tomb on that first Easter 
Day, women like Mary Magdalene who became a truly new woman 
 
Zachaeus, the tax collector who climbed a tree, and ended up not only entertaining Jesus 
to dinner but being transformed by the experience 
 
And of course Saul the persecutor who became Paul the apostle 
 
I’m sure we could all add to the list; but as always the question is what about us, what 
about me as we ponder our response to Jesus’ question “What do you think” and begin 
to not only think but also ‘do’ because as we saw with the first son it wasn’t until he 
actually did the will of his father that he was actually being obedient!  
 
It is through our doing as well as our words that we are transformed into the likeness of 
Christ, it is a both/and, and not I’m afraid an either/or. 
 
The sinners and prostitutes were the ones who not only listened to Jesus but were the 
ones who were prepared ‘to let go and let God’ the question is are we?  
 
Amen. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


