Matthew 20-21
Matthew 20
This parable serves to illustrate Matt 19:30. God owes nothing to anybody and all that we have from Him is due to His grace.

Matt 20:1 "For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard.

Matt 20:2 "And when he had agreed with the laborers for a denarius for the day, he sent them into his vineyard.

Matt 20:3 "And he went out about the third hour and saw others standing idle in the market place;

Matt 20:4 and to those he said,' You too go into the vineyard, and whatever is right I will give you.' And so they went.

Matt 20:5 "Again he went out about the sixth and the ninth hour, and did the same thing.

Matt 20:6 "And about the eleventh hour he went out, and found others standing; and he said to them, 'Why have you been standing here idle all day long?'

Matt 20:7 "They said to him, 'Because no one hired us.' He said to them, 'You too go into the vineyard.'

Matt 20:8 "And when evening had come, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, 'Call the laborers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last group to the first.'

Matt 20:9 "And when those hired about the eleventh hour came, each one received a denarius.

Matt 20:10 "And when those hired first came, they thought that they would receive more; and they also received each one a denarius.

Matt 20:11 "And when they received it, they grumbled at the landowner,

Matt 20:12 saying,' These last men have worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden and the scorching heat of the day.'

Matt 20:13 "But he answered and said to one of them, 'Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for a denarius?

Matt 20:14 'Take what is yours and go your way, but I wish to give to this last man the same as to you.

Matt 20:15 'Is it not lawful for me to do what I wish with what is my own? Or is your eye envious because I am generous?'

Matt 20:16 "Thus the last shall be first, and the first last."

Early in the morning would have been about 6:00 AM.  The third hour would have been about 9:00 AM, the sixth hour would have been about 12:00 noon, and the eleventh hour would have been about 5:00 PM. A denarius was the normal wage for a day laborer and that was promised to the first group.  There was no specific promise of an amount of pay for the other groups.  The pay corresponds in the church age to salvation because that is what is promised by His grace:
John3:16 For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish, but have eternal life.

From a human standpoint the pay seems unfair and some interpreters have tried to rationalize the story to make it seem fair, but this is a story representing the Kingdom of God and not the kingdom of man.  We never deserve God’s favor or grace and certainly God does not owe us anything for working in His Kingdom.  Some think that the parable is related to the Jew/Gentile situation in the Kingdom in that the Jews were chosen long ago and spent much more time following God that did the Gentiles.  But remember that there is no distinction between Jew and Gentile in the Kingdom: Gal 3:28 “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”
There will be rewards in heaven based upon a judgment of our works here for Him but the only promise for us is eternal life and all of His chosen children will receive that same result.  Those who think that they deserve more than others are those who think that they are the first but their pride makes them last.  Those who are humble and think that they are last will be first.  But all chosen by God will have eternal life.  I am reminded of this parable:

Luke 14:7-11And He began speaking a parable to the invited guests when He noticed how they had been picking out the places of honor at the table; saying to them, 8When you are invited by someone to a wedding feast, do not take the place of honor, lest someone more distinguished than you may have been invited by him, 9and he who invited you both shall come and say to you,' Give place to this man,' and then in disgrace you proceed to occupy the last place. 10But when you are invited, go and recline at the last place, so that when the one who has invited you comes, he may say to you, 'Friend, move up higher'; then you will have honor in the sight of all who are at the table with you. 11For everyone who exalts himself shall be humbled, and he who humbles himself shall be exalted."

God owes nothing to us except for eternal punishment for our sins so anything that we experience from God other than that is indeed grace.  God did not hire the people in this story because He needed them but because they needed Him.  Our attitude should be as:

Luke 17:10 "So you too, when you do all the things which are commanded you, say, 'We are unworthy slaves; we have done only that which we ought to have done.'"

When we, as God’s servants, do only what we should have done we are not saying that we deserve anything from God.  But God grants His children eternal life with Him and every true worker receives that same grace.
Matt 20:17 And as Jesus was about to go up to Jerusalem, He took the twelve disciples aside by themselves, and on the way He said to them,

Matt 20:18 "Behold, we are going up to Jerusalem; and the Son of Man will be delivered to the chief priests and scribes, and they will condemn Him to death,

Matt 20:19 and will deliver Him to the Gentiles to mock and scourge and crucify Him, and on the third day He will be raised up. "

Similar accounts are in Mark 10:32-34 and Luke 18:31-34.  Jesus gives the first mention of the mode of His death and the involvement of Gentiles for only Romans could crucify someone.  He had not yet started for Jerusalem and we see in verse 29 that He is still in Jericho.  When He says that He will be condemned to death, He means that He will die as a result of a judicial hearing, although we know that it will be bogus.  He even briefly mentions the coming resurrection.  Luke adds that they did not understand because the meaning was hidden from them:
Luke 18:34 And they understood none of these things, and this saying was hidden from them, and they did not comprehend the things that were said.

Matt 20:20 Then the mother of the sons of Zebedee came to Him with her sons, bowing down, and making a request of Him.

Matt 20:21 And He said to her, "What do you wish?" She said to Him, "Command that in Your kingdom these two sons of mine may sit, one on Your right and one on Your left."

This is present in Mark 10:35-45 in somewhat different form.  There is a similar account in Luke 22:24-20 but probably at a different occasion.  Two disciples, James and John, and their mother are still thinking about privilege, status, and power in a worldly kingdom!  Jesus just told them of what is in front of Him and they are arguing over their place of prestige!  The mother is probably Jesus’ aunt on his mother’s side.  The “bowing down” is not worship but homage because of His recognized status as the Messiah.  Of course Jesus knew before she asked what she wanted.  They want the authority that they think is due them when the Kingdom is consummated and that is something that they think will occur soon without any cross or other intervening time.  The right side of the king is viewed as the most prestigious but the left hand is also a place of power:

Psa 16:11 Thou wilt make known to me the path of life; In Thy presence is fulness of joy; In Thy right hand there are pleasures forever.

Psa 45:9 Kings' daughters are among Thy noble ladies; At Thy right hand stands the queen in gold from Ophir.

Psa 110:1 (A Psalm of David.) The Lord says to my Lord: "Sit at My right hand, Until I make Thine enemies a footstool for Thy feet."

Of course we know that in the real Kingdom Jesus sits at the right hand of the Father:

Luke 22:69 "But from now on the Son of Man will be seated at the right hand of the power of God."
Acts 2:33 "Therefore having been exalted to the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, He has poured forth this which you both see and hear.

Acts 5:31 "He is the one whom God exalted to His right hand as a Prince and a Savior, to grant repentance to Israel, and forgiveness of sins.

Matt 20:22 But Jesus answered and said, "You do not know what you are asking for. Are you able to drink the cup that I am about to drink?" They said to Him, "We are able."

Matt 20:23 He said to them, "My cup you shall drink; but to sit on My right and on My left, this is not Mine to give, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared by My Father."
The “cup” usually refers to judgment in OT imagery:

Psa 75:8 For a cup is in the hand of the Lord, and the wine foams; It is well mixed, and He pours out of this; Surely all the wicked of the earth must drain and drink down its dregs.

Isa 51:17 Rouse yourself! Rouse yourself! Arise, O Jerusalem, You who have drunk from the Lord's hand the cup of His anger; The chalice of reeling you have drained to the dregs.

To answer so emphatically shows that they had no concept of what was coming.  They probably thought that the cup was in reference to some loss of troops during ensuing battles of the new kingdom being established in a worldly sense.  Jesus answered on their terms and James would become the first apostolic martyr (Acts 12:2) and John would be the last to suffer exile but not be martyred.  Jesus reminds them that His authority is derivative in several accounts:
Matt 11:27 "All things have been handed over to Me by My Father; and no one knows the Son, except the Father; nor does anyone know the Father, except the Son, and anyone to whom the Son wills to reveal Him.

Matt 24:36 "But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone.

Matt 28:18 And Jesus came up and spoke to them, saying, "All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth.
Matt 20:24 And hearing this, the ten became indignant with the two brothers.

The cause of their indignation is undoubtedly from jealousy rather than humility.  They had previously all had such squabbling:

Mark 9:33-34And they came to Capernaum; and when He was in the house, He began to question them, "What were you discussing on the way?" 34But they kept silent, for on the way they had discussed with one another which of them was the greatest.

What a change we will see after Pentecost!

Matt 20:25 But Jesus called them to Himself, and said, "You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great men exercise authority over them.

Matt 20:26 "It is not so among you, but whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant,

Matt 20:27 and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be your slave;

Matt 20:28 just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many. "

Jesus wisely takes this opportunity to teach them as he compares the way the pagans give false impressions (“lord it over them”) among themselves to establish authority lines.  Jesus contrasted their required behavior with those of the world.  They are to each be servants to each other and this would not be a recognized strength in the world’s politics.  In verse 26 Jesus is quoted by Matthew using the Greek word “diakonos”, which literally means servant.  In verse 27 Matthew uses the word “doulos”, which means “slave” so that His meaning is crystal clear.  He then used Himself as the highest example of a servant.  Jesus, as the Son of God and the Son of Man, came to die as the perfect payment for the sin debts of many, but not all mankind.  His death paid the penalty for the chosen people of God and seems an allusion to Isa 52:13-53:12.
Matt 20:29 And as they were going out from Jericho, a great multitude followed Him.

Matt 20:30 And behold, two blind men sitting by the road, hearing that Jesus was passing by, cried out, saying, "Lord, have mercy on us, Son of David!"

Matt 20:31 And the multitude sternly told them to be quiet; but they cried out all the more, saying, "Lord, have mercy on us, Son of David!"

Matt 20:32 And Jesus stopped and called them, and said, "What do you want Me to do for you?"

Matt 20:33 They said to Him, "Lord, we want our eyes to be opened."

Matt 20:34 And moved with compassion, Jesus touched their eyes; and immediately they regained their sight and followed Him.

Mark (10:44-52) and Luke (18:35-43) mention only one blind man and Mark names him as Bartimaeus.  We have already seen that Matthew has a tendency to give more details than the other Gospel writers.   Mark and Matthew say that Jesus is leaving Jericho whereas Luke as that He was entering Jericho.  Calvin reasons that Jesus did not heal them on His way into Jericho but healed them on His way out. Some say that the reference is to two different towns both named Jericho and that is possible for there was an older town on the hill and the New Greek town about a mile away.  Matthew and Mark wrote from a Jewish perspective and Luke from a Greek perspective.  We really cannot know exactly why there is a difference in the reporting of this account and there is no reason to push this issue for the difference is not of any importance.  Jericho was the home of Jesus’ ancestor Rahab and a day’s journey from Jerusalem so the multitude of people relates to the pilgrims going to Jerusalem for the feast.  Mark and Luke report that these men were begging from the crowd.  We have a similar request from two blind men reported by Matthew in 9:27-31.  The use of the phrase “Son of David” was frequently expressed toward someone that might have the ability to heal someone as the Messianic expectation was high and related to the following:
Isa 35:4-6 Say to those with anxious heart, "Take courage, fear not. Behold, your God will come with vengeance; The recompense of God will come, But He will save you." 5Then the eyes of the blind will be opened, And the ears of the deaf will be unstopped. 6Then the lame will leap like a deer, And the tongue of the dumb will shout for joy. For waters will break forth in the wilderness And streams in the Arabah.

The crowd wanted to bask in His glory but not practice His compassion toward these two men when there were probably many tasks that they wanted Him to consider.  Unlike the command to keep silent in Matt 9:30, Jesus gives no such order since a different point in His ministry has come and the course could not be changed.  Jesus healed them to again show that He came to serve rather than be served by the crowd.  Jesus knew what they wanted and needed but He wanted them to express it just as we are commanded:

James 4:2b-3 You do not have because you do not ask. 3You ask and do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, so that you may spend it on your pleasures.

We were spiritually blind and God had to get us to the point where we knew that we were blind before our veils were removed.  

Matthew 21

Matt 21:1 And when they had approached Jerusalem and had come to Bethphage, to the Mount of Olives, then Jesus sent two disciples,

Matt 21:2 saying to them, "Go into the village opposite you, and immediately you will find a donkey tied there and a colt with her; untie them, and bring them to Me.

Matt 21:3 "And if anyone says something to you, you shall say, 'The Lord has need of them,' and immediately he will send them."

Matt 21:4 Now this took place that what was spoken through the prophet might be fulfilled, saying,

Matt 21:5 "Say to the daughter of Zion, 'Behold your King is coming to you, Gentle, and mounted on a donkey, Even on a colt, the foal of a beast of burden.'"

Matt 21:6 And the disciples went and did just as Jesus had directed them,

Matt 21:7 and brought the donkey and the colt, and laid on them their garments, on which He sat.

The Roman road from Jericho to Jerusalem was about 17 miles long and went to an altitude of about 3000 feet.  It passed through Bethany and the town of Bethphage, which means “house of figs”.  Jesus sent two disciples who probably were the same two named by Luke (Luke 22:8 And He sent Peter and John, saying, "Go and prepare the Passover for us, that we may eat it.").  John (12:14) just says that Jesus found a donkey but the wording can easily mean – as reported by Matthew, Mark, and Luke – that Jesus arranged for it to be there.  Only Matthew seems to report that there were two animals.  With the Zechariah verse he is quoting the Hebrew scripture fully and the last line is in parallelism with the previous and only identifies the “donkey” as a colt (young, male donkey). Zechariah is saying that the Messiah would ride on a young donkey:
Isa 62:11 Behold, the Lord has proclaimed to the end of the earth, Say to the daughter of Zion, "Lo, your salvation comes; Behold His reward is with Him, and His recompense before Him."

Zech 9:9 Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout in triumph, O daughter of Jerusalem! Behold, your king is coming to you; He is just and endowed with salvation, Humble, and mounted on a donkey, Even on a colt, the foal of a donkey.
They would bring both animals but Jesus would ride on the foal of the donkey, the colt.  Rulers sometimes in times of peace would ride on a donkey. And the Jews understood Zech 9:9 to refer to the Messiah and often in terms of the Son of David.  
Judges 5:10 "You who ride on white donkeys, You who sit on rich carpets, And you who travel on the road-- sing!

1Kings 1:33 And the king said to them, "Take with you the servants of your lord, and have my son Solomon ride on my own mule, and bring him down to Gihon.

Jesus was then beginning to proclaim His Messiahship to those who had eyes to see.  The disciples put their outer garments on both animals and Jesus sat on the garments as He rode the colt.  
Matt 21:8 And most of the multitude spread their garments in the road, and others were cutting branches from the trees, and spreading them in the road.

Matt 21:9 And the multitudes going before Him, and those who followed after were crying out, saying, "Hosanna to the Son of David; Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord; Hosanna in the highest!"

Matt 21:10 And when He had entered Jerusalem, all the city was stirred, saying, "Who is this?"

Matt 21:11 And the multitudes were saying, "This is the prophet Jesus, from Nazareth in Galilee."

Spreading their garments in the road was an acknowledgement of Jesus as a king.  There were crowds before and after Him.  The word “Hosanna” means “save us” and saying that He is the Son of David is a messianic proclamation.  But they say that He was coming in the name of the Lord so they did not know that He was the Lord.  These sayings come from Psa 118:
Psa 118:25-26 O Lord, do save, we beseech Thee; O Lord, we beseech Thee, do send prosperity! 26Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord; We have blessed you from the house of the Lord.

This psalm would have been on their minds as Jesus entered Jerusalem during Passover week when the thousands of Passover lambs would have be coming into the city in preparation for their slaughter for offerings.  The crowds asked the identity of the person coming in with such a crowd and much shouting and others identified Him only as Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth.  They thought of Him as the Messiah since they said the Son of David, but they still were thinking of the Jewish political leader and certainly not one to bring into the Kingdom the Gentiles.  We will remember such celebrations on Thursday (our interpretation) when He would be crucified.  Luke 19:41 tells us that Jesus wept over the city as He approached it.  He was weeping because He knew that they would reject Him and so would condemn themselves.  
Matt 21:12 And Jesus entered the temple and cast out all those who were buying and selling in the temple, and overturned the tables of the moneychangers and the seats of those who were selling doves.

Matt 21:13 And He said to them, "It is written, 'My house shall be called a house of prayer'; but you are making it a robbers' den."

Mark 11:11-19 and Luke 19:45-48 give more details of this event.  Mark 11:17 expands the comment of the house of prayer for all nations, which would include the Gentiles.  Temple worship required animals for sacrifice and people who traveled from far away would have had difficulty bringing them.  The money changers would exchange Greek and Roman currency into temple currency for paying the half-shekel temple tax.  The animals had to be pure and any brought from a distance were often judged impure and rejected so many people bought animals at the temple.  Such transactions made the sacred temple worship a market place with much excitement and the noise of the animals would also have been distracting.  This scene reminds me of tail-gate party areas outside of the football “temples”.  His first words are from:
Isa 56:7 Even those I will bring to My holy mountain, And make them joyful in My house of prayer. Their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will be acceptable on My altar; For My house will be called a house of prayer for all the peoples.

The money changers charged high exchange rates so that they were profiting from the people’s desire to have acceptable animals for offerings so Jesus referred to it as a robbers’ den.  This apparently is the second temple cleansing done by Jesus (John 2:12-17) although there is disagreement among scholars as to whether the writers just placed the cleansing at different times for the purpose of their writing.  
Matt 21:14 And the blind and the lame came to Him in the temple, and He healed them.

Matt 21:15 But when the chief priests and the scribes saw the wonderful things that He had done, and the children who were crying out in the temple and saying, "Hosanna to the Son of David," they became indignant,

Matt 21:16 and said to Him, "Do You hear what these are saying?" And Jesus said to them, "Yes; have you never read, 'Out of the mouth of infants and nursing babes Thou hast prepared praise for Thyself'?"

Verses 14 and 15 are only in Matthew but Luke adds (Luke 19:47) about Jesus teaching daily in the temple.  Jesus was probably in the court of the Gentiles doing His last healing ministry.  People of all kinds would be begging at the entrances to the temple (Acts 3:2) but the court of the Gentiles was open to them all.  Crippled people were not allowed to offer a sacrifice so their healing would have allowed them to make such sacrifices and so desiring to make sacrifices was one driving motive for their begging for healing.  Jesus had mercy and healed them to the anger of the chief priests and scribes.  The people saying “Save us, Son of David” certainly also added to their indignation and jealousy.  Jesus healing them at their cries for help further fed the messianic acceptance by Jesus and further infuriated the priests and teachers of the law.  At an attempt to ascertain if Jesus was really responding to their cries of help from the messiah they ask Jesus if He heard what they were saying.  Jesus simply answered in the affirmative.  He then added an insult toward them but also an affirmation that He was God for those who at least later to understand.  People who think that they are intellectually very sophisticated can easily not understand some of the most profound and simple statements and that is His meaning about praise from children.  The use of the word “Thyself” is in reference to God and will be remembered after the resurrection.  
Matt 21:17 And He left them and went out of the city to Bethany, and lodged there.
Matt 21:18 Now in the morning, when He returned to the city, He became hungry.

Matt 21:19 And seeing a lone fig tree by the road, He came to it, and found nothing on it except leaves only; and He said to it, "No longer shall there ever be any fruit from you." And at once the fig tree withered.

Jesus spent His last nights in Bethany near the slopes of the Mount of Olives (Mark 11:19, Luke 21:37).  Each morning He would return to the city.  Mark splits the fig tree story into two parts (Mark 11:12-14, 20-26).  Jesus took this opportunity to teach a parable.  The tree had the appearance of being a tree that would have fruit because of its leaves but it had no fruit.  This is reminiscent of part of the parable studied earlier:
Matt 13:22 And the one on whom seed was sown among the thorns, this is the man who hears the word, and the worry of the world, and the deceitfulness of riches choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful.

The OT relates the judgment of Israel for its sins to the actions against fruit trees:

Jeremiah 8:13 I will surely snatch them away," declares the Lord; "There will be no grapes on the vine, And no figs on the fig tree, And the leaf shall wither; And what I have given them shall pass away."
Hos 2:12 "And I will destroy her vines and fig trees, Of which she said, 'These are my wages Which my lovers have given me.' And I will make them a forest, And the beasts of the field will devour them.

Jesus has previously called the Pharisees hypocrites and the religion was void of God’s fruit so this judgment by Jesus on the fruit tree was symbolic of the coming destruction of the temple and thus the religion of the Jews.  The church in America had better take notice for it can similarly be destroyed for its hypocrisy and lack of fruit.  The judgment of God can come quickly as represented by the immediate withering of the fig tree.  

Matt 21:20 And seeing this, the disciples marveled, saying, "How did the fig tree wither at once?"

Matt 21:21 And Jesus answered and said to them, "Truly I say to you, if you have faith, and do not doubt, you shall not only do what was done to the fig tree, but even if you say to this mountain, 'Be taken up and cast into the sea,' it shall happen.

Matt 21:22 "And all things you ask in prayer, believing, you shall receive."

I understand the slowness of the disciples to understand the meaning of many of the actions of Jesus, but after all of His teachings against the Pharisees it does seem like they would begin to catch on.  But His reply seems strange in context.  Jesus gave a similar teaching in Matt 17:20 and of course it is not about moving actual mountains but is an encouragement to pray correctly and in relation to the reality of God.  Moving of mountains was symbolic of overcoming difficulties (Isa 40:4; 49:11; 54:10) and the smallest faith can be very rich when bathed in prayer.  Nothing is impossible but the promises are, of course, limited by context like Phil 4:13 and not by lack of faith.   Whatever seems impossible by worldly standards is possible by God if it is in His will.  They would need to remember this teaching about power in prayer when they were later teaching in His name to their mission fields.  They would face seemingly impossible situations and Peter would even bring someone back from the dead so they would be doing worldly impossible work for Him later.  They would also have to face false teachers in their mission work just like Jesus did with the Pharisees and their false religion.  So the answer of Jesus would become very practical to them later.  
Matt 21:23 And when He had come into 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?"

Matt 21:24 And Jesus answered and said to them, "I will ask you one thing too, which if you tell Me, I will also tell you by what authority I do these things.

Matt 21:25 "The baptism of John was from what source, from heaven or from men?" And they began reasoning among themselves, saying, "If we say, 'From heaven,' He will say to us, 'Then why did you not believe him?'

Matt 21:26 "But if we say, 'From men,' we fear the multitude; for they all hold John to be a prophet."

Matt 21:27 And answering Jesus, they said, "We do not know." He also said to them, "Neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things.

Speaking of false teachers, here we go again!  The chief priests were high temple authorities and the elders were probably non-priestly members of the Sanhedrin as heads of very influential lay families.  Mark also includes the teachers of the law in this group so this probably was an official delegation sent to discredit Jesus.  The parables will also have to be interpreted in terms of the controversies faced by Jesus.  This exchange is in Mark 11:27-33 and Luke 20:1-8 and they are all very similar.  It was customary for authorities to question anyone teaching in the temple area.  The discussion probably occurred in one of the porticos around the Court of the Gentiles.  Jesus had cleansed the temple, healed some people, and had been teaching so they asked Him upon whose authority He was doing these things.  Answering a question with a question was a common method in rabbinic debates and is used by our psychologists today as a way of probing the background of some occurrence.  The baptism of John referred to his entire ministry.  Jesus’ answer was brilliant for if they answer it properly they will also have the answer to their question.  Neither John the Baptist nor Jesus had attended the Rabbinic schools or had been officially endorsed by the Jewish authorities so this was one reason Jesus asked concerning John.  If they reply that John’s authority was from heaven then they will have to acknowledge the divinity of Jesus for John pointed to Jesus (John 1:19-27, 34; 3:25-30).  However if they say that John’s authority was from men they crowd would erupt against them since they knew of John as a prophet.  They had really caught themselves in a conundrum!  Jesus unveiled their inability to properly understand God’s work in the world and their inability to judge when that was supposed to be part of their duties.  
Matt 21:28 "But what do you think? A man had two sons, and he came to the first and said, 'Son, go work today in the vineyard.'

Matt 21:29 "And he answered and said, 'I will, sir'; and he did not go.

Matt 21:30 "And he came to the second and said the same thing. But he answered and said, 'I will not'; yet he afterward regretted it and went.

Matt 21:31 "Which of the two did the will of his father?" They said, "The latter." Jesus said to them, "Truly I say to you that the tax-gatherers and harlots will get into the kingdom of God before you.

Matt 21:32 "For John came to you in the way of righteousness and you did not believe him; but the tax-gatherers and harlots did believe him; and you, seeing this, did not even feel remorse afterward so as to believe him.

This is the first of three parables in which Jesus rebukes the Jewish authorities.  This one is only presented by Matthew as he continues the discussion with the questioners.  The common way to interpret “first” and “second” is “older” and “younger” respectively.  The first son represents the chief priests and elders who proclaimed to serve God but actually did not and rejected the prophets.  The second son represents the sinners who repented and actually served God.  Note that Jesus is talking about working in the vineyard so He is talking about actually serving in the Kingdom and not just giving lip service.  Jesus exposed the hypocrisy of the members of the Sanhedrin as they properly answered the question but did not identify themselves with that second son. Jesus says that the scum of society who repent will be welcomed into heaven but those who profess religiosity but do not serve Him will not enter the Promised Land, similarly to those of long ago:
Jude 1:5 Now I desire to remind you, though you know all things once for all, that the Lord, after saving a people out of the land of Egypt, subsequently destroyed those who did not believe.

Jesus had already established the importance of believing John the Baptist and his authority but they did not believe him.  However the “scum of the earth” did believe John, repented, and were baptized by him.  The priests and elders did not believe even after seeing the reformation of the “scum” and the affirmation of John of Jesus.  They did not even feel any remorse at their lack of belief after all that they had seen and at the beheading of John.  They should have felt great remorse at the death of such a great prophet.  

Matt 21:33 "Listen to another parable. There was a landowner who planted a vineyard and put a wall around it and dug a wine press in it, and built a tower, and rented it out to vine-growers, and went on a journey.

Matt 21:34 "And when the harvest time approached, he sent his slaves to the vine-growers to receive his produce.

Matt 21:35 "And the vine-growers took his slaves and beat one, and killed another, and stoned a third.

Matt 21:36 "Again he sent another group of slaves larger than the first; and they did the same thing to them.

Matt 21:37 "But afterward he sent his son to them, saying, 'They will respect my son.'

Matt 21:38 "But when the vine-growers saw the son, they said among themselves, 'This is the heir; come, let us kill him, and seize his inheritance.'

Matt 21:39 "And they took him, and threw him out of the vineyard, and killed him.

Matt 21:40 "Therefore when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those vine-growers?"

Matt 21:41 They said to Him, "He will bring those wretches to a wretched end, and will rent out the vineyard to other vine-growers, who will pay him the proceeds at the proper seasons."

Matt 21:42 Jesus said to them, "Did you never read in the Scriptures, 'The stone which the builders rejected, This became the chief corner stone; This came about from the Lord, And it is marvelous in our eyes'?

Matt 21:43 "Therefore I say to you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you, and be given to a nation producing the fruit of it.

Matt 21:44 "And he who falls on this stone will be broken to pieces; but on whomever it falls, it will scatter him like dust."

Matt 21:45 And when the chief priests and the Pharisees heard His parables, they understood that He was speaking about them.

Matt 21:46 And when they sought to seize Him, they feared the multitudes, because they held Him to be a prophet.

This is a long parable that has endured a great deal of debate especially with some differences between this account and that of Mark 12:1-12 and Luke 20:9-19.  However there are no substantial theological differences among the writings of this parable.  The parable continues the statements of Jesus against the Jewish leaders with the landowner being God, the vineyard Israel, the tenants the leaders of Israel, the servants the prophets, and the son being Jesus Christ.  The parable is probably given to the Jewish leaders and the crowds.  This story clearly reveals that man does not love God but loves himself.  Jesus had been telling His disciples for six months that the rulers at Jerusalem would kill Him (16:21; 17:23; 20:18) and now He tells the rulers themselves.  We see from 21:45, 46 that they did understand His point.  
Jesus tells them that their interpretation in verse 42 will indeed occur as the kingdom will be taken away from them and given to another nation.  Of course this other nation will be the hated Gentiles!  They understood what Jesus was saying but they would not repent, just as the first son did not serve properly.  They could not do anything against Jesus at this time because of the crowds but their anger would have been growing at His condemnation of them and they would get to Him later.  

We should also take this parable as a possible application for our country.  God has planted His kingdom in our land, He has fenced us in, He has watered and cared for us, He has built a watchtower for us, He has sent His servants to care for us and present our fruits to Him.  However we also have failed to be faithful to Him and judgment will come on us also.  
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