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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.”

I first have to explain what is going on in this section quoted by Matthew.  Jesus had come into Jerusalem with a triumphal entry and now was having His authority questioned by the chief priests and elders.  He had just stumped them with a question about the authority of John’s baptism and they had said that they did not know under whose authority John baptized people.  He then begins this parable with another question for them to answer.  They answered the parable’s question properly but, instead of receiving praise that they probably thought was due them, Jesus condemned them by effectively saying that they were the first son in the parable.  

The interpretation of this parable is easy since Jesus did it for us.  The chief priests and elders are represented by the first son who said that he would do the owner’s bidding but did not.  They claimed to be God’s servants and preened their reputation as such with great flourish but actually they were guilty of rejecting God’s prophets – even John the Baptist – and were hypocrites.  The people recognized by the chief priests and elders as great sinners – the tax-gatherers and harlots – are represented as the second son who at first rejected God but then later recognized their sin, believed John and thus did the owner’s bidding.  

Now we can make an application of this parable based upon the interpretation.  The first son can be whoever makes professions of faith but never acts upon those professions.   James also spoke of such people: 

James 1:21 “Therefore putting aside all filthiness and all that remains of wickedness, in humility receive the word implanted, which is able to save your souls.
James 1:22 But prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers who delude themselves.”

Many people have attended churches since their youth and are able to recite great articles of faith such as the Apostles’ Creed but they have never once proved that they were doers of the word.  Being self-deceived about being a child of God is a horrible situation and I am reminded of the terrifying words of Jesus:

Matt 7:22 “Many will say to Me on that day, 'Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in Your name, and in Your name cast out demons, and in Your name perform many miracles?'
Matt 7:23 "And then I will declare to them, 'I never knew you; depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness.'”

It concerns me greatly that many people think Christianity is just another religion so that if they only learn the terminology, attend the “ceremonies”, and say the proper words they are Christians.  These people are like the chief priests, elders, and the people Jesus addressed in Matt 7:22.  A person is only a child of God – and therefore a Christian – only if he has been born again:

John 3:3 Jesus answered and said to him, "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God."

John 1:12 “But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, even to those who believe in His name,”

Continuing our application, the second son would be representative of those who have been born again, recognize that they are sinners before the Holy God, accept the reality that Jesus is the Son of God and their Lord and repent to no longer continue in sin but to obey God.  Such “sons” were as the tax-gatherers and harlots but have been transformed into people made acceptable citizens of God’s Kingdom by the transferring of their sins unto the account of Jesus and the righteousness of Jesus transferred unto their accounts.  This process is called “double imputation” because it involves two imputations: our sins are put on Jesus and His righteousness is put into our account before God. At first we rejected God but afterwards we were accepted as workers in the vineyard.  

Be sure today to know which son you are!

