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 is the nominative subject from the masculine singular interrogative pronoun TIS, meaning “Who?”  This is followed by the preposition EK plus the ablative of the whole from the masculine plural article and cardinal adjective DUO, meaning “from the two.”  Next we have the third person singular aorist active indicative from the verb POIEW, which means “to do: did.”


The aorist tense is a constative/historical aorist, which views the entire past action as a fact.


The active voice indicates that one of the two brothers produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact or reality.

Then we have the accusative direct object from the neuter singular article and noun THELĒMA plus the genitive of identity from the masculine singular article and noun PATĒR, meaning “the will of the father.”

“Who from the two did the will of the father?’”
 is the third person plural present active indicative of the verb LEGW, which means “to say: They said.”


The present tense is a historical present, which describes the past action as though occurring right now for the sake of vividness or liveliness in the narrative.  It is translated by the English past tense.


The active voice indicates that the leaders of Israel produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact or reality.

Next we have the nominative subject from the masculine singular article and ordinal adjective PRWTOS, meaning ‘The first.’

“They said, ‘The first.’”
 is the third person singular present active indicative from the verb LEGW, which means “to say: said.”


The present tense is a historical present, which describes the past action as though occurring right now for the sake of vividness or liveliness in the narrative.  It is translated by the English past tense.


The active voice indicates that Jesus produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact or reality.

This is followed by the dative indirect object from the third person masculine plural personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “to them.”  Next we have the nominative subject from the masculine singular article and proper noun IĒSOUS, meaning “Jesus.”  This is followed by the “asseverative particle AMĒN, meaning ‘truly’, always used with LEGW, beginning a solemn declaration but used only by Jesus, meaning: I assure you that, I solemnly tell you Mt 5:18, 26; 6:2, 5, 16; 8:10 and many other passages.”
  Then we have the first person singular present active indicative from the verb LEGW, meaning “to say, tell, assure: I say.”


The present tense is a descriptive present, which describes what is happening right now.


The active voice indicates that Jesus produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

This is followed by the dative of indirect object from the second person plural personal pronoun SU, meaning “to you,” referring to the leaders of Israel.

“Jesus said to them, ‘Truly I say to you”
 is the conjunction HOTI, meaning “that” and used to introduce the content of what was said.  Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine plural article and noun TELWNĒS with additive use of the conjunction KAI plus the article and noun PORNĒ, which means “the tax collectors and prostitutes.”
  Next we have the third person plural present active indicative of the verb PROAGW, which means “to lead; to go before; to get ahead of; to go ahead of.”


The present tense is a descriptive present of what is now occurring.


The active voice indicates that the tax collectors and prostitutes are producing the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact or reality.

This is followed by the accusative direct object from the second person plural personal pronoun SU, meaning “you.”  Finally, we have the preposition EIS plus the accusative of place from the feminine singular article and noun BASILEIA plus the possessive genitive or genitive of identity from the noun THEOS, meaning “into the kingdom of God.”
“that the tax collectors and prostitutes are going ahead of you into the kingdom of God.”
Mt 21:31 corrected translation
“Who from the two did the will of the father?’  They said, ‘The first.’  Jesus said to them, ‘Truly I say to you that the tax collectors and prostitutes are going ahead of you into the kingdom of God.”
Explanation:
1.  “Who from the two did the will of the father?’”

a.  Jesus continues by asking the Jewish leaders a question related to which of the two sons did the will of the father.  Remember that the first son said he would not go into the vineyard, but changed his mind, regretted telling his father he would not go, and went to work in the vineyard.  The second son said he would go, but lied and had no intension of going.


b.  Jesus question is obviously forcing the Jewish leaders to agree that the obedient son was the son who did the will of the father.  They have no choice but to answer that the first son is the obedient son, not the son who was all ‘lip service’.  Jesus has indirectly forced the leaders to give the only right answer available, which will turn out condemning them for not acting like this son.

2.  “They said, ‘The first.’”

a.  The Jewish leaders give the only right answer available to them.  Jesus has boxed them in a corner, and they can only tell the truth in front of the crowd watching and listening to them.


b.  The first son is the son who said he would not obey the father, but regretted his decision, changed his mind, and obeyed.  He began as a disobedient son, but ended up as the obedient son.  The Jewish leaders had the same opportunity and same choice, but they do not yet see the application of the story to themselves.

3.  “Jesus said to them, ‘Truly I say to you”

a.  Then the Lord responds to their correct answer by making another one of his famous declarations of absolute truth.  As we have seen so many times before, when Jesus makes this statement as a preface to another statement, the statement that follows is an absolute, dogmatic, eternal truth, promise, guarantee or fact.


b.  Here we have the God of Israel making an absolute guarantee of the truthfulness of the statement that follows to the leaders of Israel—the entire Sanhedrin confronting Him in the temple.  The situation doesn’t get any more dramatic than this.

4.  “that the tax collectors and prostitutes are going ahead of you into the kingdom of God.”

a.  The subject of this absolute truth is the most unrighteous people on earth as far as the leaders of Israel are concerned.  The tax collectors were hated as traitors to Israel for doing the will of the Roman Empire against the nation of Israel.  The prostitutes were the lowest women on earth as far as the self-righteous leaders were concerned.  So Jesus presents examples of the worst men and the worst women the Jewish leaders could imagine.


b.  The worst of Jewish society were entering the spiritual kingdom of heaven ahead of the Jewish leaders.  These men and women are believers in the ministry of John the Baptist and the ministry of Jesus of Nazareth.  They are entering the spiritual kingdom of God by faith in Christ and his herald, and doing so ahead of the leaders of Israel.  This is something the leaders of Israel have yet to do.  They rejected John’s ministry by refusing to change their minds and participate in his ritual baptism.  And again they rejected Jesus’ offer of eternal life by believing that He is the Messiah, the Son of God, and the Savior of the world—the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world, as John proclaimed.


c.  The ‘kingdom’ mentioned here is not a reference to the physical, millennial, political kingdom that will exist in the future, after the second advent of Christ, but is a reference to the spiritual kingdom of God being offered by John and Jesus during our Lord’s first advent.

5.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “The two sons represent the two classes of people in that nation: the self-righteous religious people, and the publicans and sinners.  When John came ministering, the religious crowd showed great interest in his work, but they would not repent and humble themselves and be baptized (Mt 3:7–12; Jn 1:19–28).  The nonreligious crowd, however, confessed their sins and obeyed John’s words and was baptized.  Of course, the leaders felt that they had no need to repent (Lk 18:9–14).  But when they saw what repentance did for the publicans and sinners, they should have been convinced that John’s message was true and salvation was real.  Again and again, the religious rulers rejected the clear evidence God gave them.”


b.  “The obvious answer was that the first son obeyed.”


c.  “The answer to Jesus’ rhetorical question is obvious.  The obedient son did his father’s bidding despite his initial refusal.  Some textual variants reverse the order of the two sons’ actions (cf. NASB), and a few change the leaders’ answer so that they praise the unfaithful son.  But the manuscript evidence is too weak to support this variant (limited to Codex D, old Italic and Syriac versions, and not even noted in the NIV), despite some valiant attempts to make sense of it as the original reading.”


d.  “Jesus asked His hearers who did the will of the father.  There could, of course, be only one answer (despite the scribes, who produced the variant reading ‘the second’!), and the leaders gave it.  Jesus proceeded to apply His parable to the contemporary situation.   He introduced it with the emphatic ‘Truly I tell you’ that so often opens His very serious statements, and went on to refer to ‘the tax collectors and the harlots,’ descriptions that were almost proverbial for wicked people outside the number of true servants of God.  The whole manner of life of such people cut them off from the kind of religious observance that was the heart of religion for people like the Pharisees.  And now He says that these people ‘go into the kingdom of God before you.’  This does not mean that ethical considerations do not apply and that the worst of sinners keep on with the worst of their sins in the kingdom. It means that sinners like official Judaism’s outcasts could respond to the message of the kingdom much more readily than sinners whose sins were cast in the conventional mode that brought no rebuke from the religious establishment.  before you refers to the representatives of the high priests and elders of the people.  The conventionally religious who cause no scandal and go through the outward motions of religious observances can fail to respond to the demand for wholehearted repentance and complete dedication to the service of God [faith in Christ] that Jesus demanded.”


e.  “By their answer the Sanhedrists condemn themselves.  All Jesus needs to do is to draw the curtain aside and show these Sanhedrists what their answer says concerning themselves.”
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