
The purpose of  this leader’s guide is to be a tool for ABF and Life Group leaders to follow the 
sermon series with their group. Our hope is that this guide will give you a head start for your 
study and will allow your group to respond to what they’ve heard and apply it for life.* 

Why Parables?. In Definition the word parable comes the Greek word ‘parabole,’ which means 
“a placing beside” and therefore is a comparison or an illustration. The gospels of  Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke contain about 30 of  these stories while John’s gospel contains no parables but 
does use figures of  speech. A parable is a story taken from real life (or real life situation) from 
which a moral or spiritual truth is drawn. They are not fables (talking animals/walking trees). 
They are not allegories where every detail has hidden meaning.  They are basically an earthly 
story with a heavenly meaning.  

Parable of  the Two Sons 

Context of  this parable.  In this parable, Jesus has entered Jerusalem and most commentators 
believe that the timing falls on the Monday or Tuesday after Palm Sunday.  This is the final week 
of  Jesus’ life on earth.  During this week, Jesus starts to speak out against the religious leaders, the 
Pharisees, chief  priests, and elders.  Jesus has just cleared the temple (vv. 12-17) and curses the fig 
tree that has leaves but bears no fruit representing judgement for Israel (vv. 18-21).  Jesus was on a 
mission and we see His true passion as He sees the cross in view.  In the text just before this 
parable, Jesus’ authority is questioned by the religious leaders and Jesus answers their question 
with a question.  He asks them by what authority did John baptize.  Was it from men or from 
God?  We know that John’s ministry was about being the forerunner of  Jesus, preparing the way 
for the Messiah, turning people’s heart to the ‘way of  righteousness.’  John preached,  ‘Repent for 
the kingdom of  God is at hand.’  John’s message was repent and I will show you the ‘way of  
righteousness.’ If  the religious leaders submit to the authority of  John then they have to do the 
same for the authority of  Jesus because of  what John preached. After stumping the religious 
leaders, Jesus proceeds to teach this parable showing them and us what true repentance looks like.   

Read Matthew 21:28-32 - Explanation and Lesson  

The Two Sons      
1) Similarities of  the sons: At first glance everything about these boys appears to conflict.  Yet 
upon looking a little deeper we should first note a few similarities between the two sons. They 
have the same father (authority).  These boys have been reared in the same environment and 
family. There is the first son and second.  These boys were given the same command to go work 
in the vineyard.  No more was expected for each of  them. This would seem to be a point of  the 
parable.  Same father, household, requirements, expectations, and command. The broader lessen 
is that God the father is the Father of  us all.  He has on law, one truth, and one standard of  
judgment.  He calls us all to faith and to repentance. He asks this to the seemingly best and worst 
of  us; the religious and irreligious; the rich and the poor; young and old. He calls us to believe 
what He commands, do what He says, and go where He sends. 
2) Differences of  the sons:  
The first son refuses to work, but does (v.29).  ‘I will not’ he says to the father.  This is almost 
imaginable in a Middle Easter context of  the day.  He is rude and rebellious.  He dishonors his 
father.  The first son represents the non-religious community.  The tax-gatherers and harlots of  
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verse 31 clearly come to mind.  They have no intention of  obeying God.  They have another 
agenda in life.  But later, this son changes his mind and obeys his father.  The ‘later’ in this verse 
does not give us a clear picture of  how much time passes before this son changes his mind.  But 
the irreligious are those who get dragged down by the ways of  the world.  They are the rebellious 
and reject authority pursuing the life of  drugs, alcoholism, and promiscuity.  It enslaves them and 
degrades them.  After time some come to their senses (comparable to Luke 15:17) and repent.  
Just as this son did.  They experience a heart change.  He ‘changed his mind’ literally means 
‘change what one has at heart.’ His outlook is changed, he repented and obeyed. He realized 
what he said to his father was wrong, so he changed his mind and went.  
The second son agrees to work but doesn’t (v.30). The second son is a good, well-mannered boy.  
But then he doesn’t go.  We are not told exactly why he decided not to do the work.  It could have 
been distractions, maybe the work was too hard; too much of  a sacrifice.  This son is meant to 
represent the church-going, religious community.  Religious people talk a good game.  They say 
the right things, but they don't do what they say.  They pretend to be righteous, but they are not.  
They speak of  obedience, but do not practice it.  Religion turns out to be a matter of  image, not 
of  the heart.  Their religion is a fake. This son wanted his father to think good of  him but was 
never really going to obey.  He just wanted to look good in his fathers eyes.  
      
3) Jesus’ question: This prompts Jesus’ question: ‘Which of  the two did the will of  his 
father?’ (v.31a). Common sense takes over and they answer ‘the latter.’ The religious leaders give 
the right answer.  Most people would rather deal with one who will be better than his word, than 
with one who will be false to his word.  So was the case in the previous text when the religious 
leaders are trapped by their own words concerning Jesus’ authority.  Jesus again traps them by 
their answer about this parable.  The point of  this story is ‘what counts is not promise but 
obedience.’  Jesus brings out the importance of  doing what is right and not merely talking about 
it.  The book of  James points this out calling us to be a ‘doer of  the word, not a hearer only’ and 
that ‘Faith without works is dead.’ 

Application of  this parable: Jesus gives us an explanation in verse 31.  ‘Truly I say to you that 
the tax-gathers and harlots will get into the kingdom of  God before you.’  This language from 
Jesus emphasizes not only His authority but also what He is saying is absolutely certain. The tax 
collectors and harlots are the scum of  society.  They would be those who are most despised and 
regarded as the furthest from pleasing God. These, He says, will get into the kingdom before you.  
How can this be?  A few verses later in 21:43ff, Jesus threatens to remove the kingdom of  God 
from Israel and give it to those who ‘produce fruit.’  The phrase ‘before you’ indicates 
displacement and not only priority.  Those that appeared to be righteous with evidence of  good 
all around them did not ponder the hardness and evil in their heart and did not repent.  
Repentance that leads to bearing fruit is the key meaning of  this parable.  For us today we all fall 
somewhere between the ‘religious and irreligious.’ Ultimately it is not the religious or the 
irreligious that will enter the kingdom, but only those who hear the father’s command, repent 
and obey.  As we look at the two sons in this parable (the religious and irreligious), we find that 
neither of  these conditions saves or excludes one from salvation.  What saves a person is 
repenting or changing our minds that our righteousness does not come from within but through 
Jesus’ finished work on the cross (the way of  righteousness v.32). Both the irreligious and religious 
have to believe ‘the way of  righteousness,’ repent and turn to God for salvation.  The person who 



truly believes, will repent, and over the course of  time does the will of  the father.  True 
repentance bears fruit.  

General Reflection:  
1) What does this passage teach us about God? 
2) What does this passage teach us about mankind? 
3) What is a command to obey in this passage?  What has God revealed in your life that needs 
changing?  What truth can be applied to your life about the gospel? 

Personal Reflection/Application  
4) As we read verse 28, to whom is the parable addressed?  What is this significant based on the 
previous text? 
5) How are the two sons similar?  How are they different?  How would their similarities and 
differences apply to the hearers in the text and to us today? 
6) What is the point of  the parable?  If  repentance is the point, how can we know if  we have 
repentant hearts?  What evidence can we look at in our lives to see if  it is true of  us? Luke 6:46 
7) It is important to point out that obedience does not save us, only the righteousness of  Christ.  
How then can we explain what Jesus means when He says ‘only those who do the will of  the 
father’ will enter the kingdom (Matthew 7:20-22)? 
7) How should the responses of  both sons in this parable change the way we reach people with 
the gospel? How would you talk to someone who is rebellious and in outright sin versus someone 
who appears to have all the right answers and doing good?  

Prayer 
Father, help me to examine my heart to see if  I am as Paul says ‘of  the faith’ (2 Cor. 13:5).  Turn 
my heart to you so that I may live a life of  continual repentance and obedience to do your will.  
Jesus help me to see people as you saw them so that I may lead them to you, the only way of  
righteousness.  

*Resources and quotes used for this study guide:  “The parables of  Jesus” by T. Johnson


