
Symbolism in the Parable of 
the Willing and Unwilling 

Two Sons in Matthew 21

Deeply valuable symbolism is thoroughly embedded in two of Jesus’ para-
bles, both of which begin, “A certain man had two sons.” The more famous 
of these two is commonly called parable of the prodigal son, found in 
Luke 15. The less often mentioned can be called the parable of the willing 
and unwilling two sons, found in Matthew 21. Even people who have 
written much and taught profoundly about the parables of Jesus have rarely 
had much to say about this brief text, which is nevertheless freighted with 
significantly authoritative cargo. In explicating this lesser-known of the 
two-sons parables, I hope to honor and recognize Robert L. Millet for his 
consummate willingness to do the will of the Father and to go down this 
day to work in his vineyard, wherever the needs may be found.

Reading the Parables of Jesus
In approaching this or any other parable of Jesus, as Bob has elegantly and 
cogently written, one needs to be alert to the fact that every communication 
may contain several symbols that convey, intentionally or unintentionally, 
multiple levels of meaning: “Some of the messages are crystal clear, while 
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others are intentionally veiled,” depending on “the openness and spiritual 
receptivity of the listeners.” Furthermore, “a parable can have many appli-
cations.”1 Each element in the parables of Jesus works as an analog, as 
one thing representing, or “re-presenting,” something else. Indeed, all art 
(whether visual or verbal) can be seen as analog, for without analogy, one 
has artifacts or artifice but not art.

With numerous possible applications to choose from, readers must 
selectively decide how to interpret what they see in a parable.2 But at the 
same time, some readings will always be stronger than others. A strong 
reading is grounded in close attention to details. The more one can see the 
interlacing and reinforcing textures of symbolism at work in a parable, a 
painting, or any other work of meaningful communication, the stronger 
the reading. Moreover, strong readings make use of all the elements, not 
just a few selected elements, in the text or work being interpreted. Further-
more, strong readings explain or ameliorate elements that otherwise appear 
as if they do not fit with the rest of the parable. In addition, strong readings 
must not stretch the symbolism in a text so far as to thin out its texture.

As I have discussed elsewhere in connection with the parable of the 
good Samaritan in Luke 10,3 Jesus’ parables have long been profitably read 
as comprising bundles of extended symbolic messages.4 Thus, for example, 
second-century Christian readers and exegetes linked “the man going down” 
and his “falling among robbers” with Adam and the Fall in Genesis; the 
robbers were seen as symbolizing the minions of Satan; and the Samaritan 
was interpreted as a reference by Jesus Christ to himself as the one who rescues. 
Many things help make this early Christian understanding of the parable of 
the good Samaritan plausible, elegant, and instructive. Indeed, this two-level 
reading allows that Jesus marvelously answered both of the questions raised 
by his interlocutory lawyer—not only the more definitional question, “And 
who is my neighbor?” (Luke 10:29), but also the lawyer’s more seminal initial 
inquiry, “Master, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” (Luke 10:25).

To my mind, all of Jesus’ parables are to be read at multiple levels. 
Indeed, Jesus was remembered as having purposefully intended his parables 
to be seen at least at two levels. One level was for ordinary listeners, who 
might be edified by the publicly accessible, straightforward narrative value 
of the story; the other was only for those with eyes to see and ears to hear 
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(Matthew 13:11, 16),5 and to them Jesus may frequently have unfolded 
or discussed his deeper meanings in private conversations (as he did in 
Matthew 13:19–23, 36–43; 19:10–11). Indeed, Joseph Smith taught that 
the hidden meanings of all the parables were “plainly elucidated” by Jesus 
to his disciples.6 These symbolical readings do not diminish or supplant 
ordinary, plain, practical readings of the parables. Indeed, multiple read-
ings enrich and magnify these extraordinary texts.

Amplifying and extending these two levels of reading, Christian inter-
preters, especially in the Middle Ages, saw in all biblical texts four levels 
of meaning:

1. The literal, factual, historical, or cultural. This approach focuses 
on explaining what happened in the story, either actually or fictively. The 
domain of this objective approach is the “is,” and it limits itself to a close 
reading of the text itself.

2. The moral or ethical. Often, the telling of a story or the projection 
of a symbol is intentionally laden with moral overtones. In response to 
favorable portrayals, readers or viewers should go and do likewise, whereas 
unfavorable conduct embedded in negative depictions is to be eschewed. 
The domain of this social approach is the “ought,” and it adds to the discus-
sion the implications of cultural mores and expectations.

3. The allegorical. Here, figures and scenarios are laid for purposes 
of comparison beside other figures, groups, or developments. Sometimes 
these paralleling referents are transparent and obvious; other times, and for 
various reasons, the allegorical counterparts are more obscure and esoteri-
cally coded. Although some have discounted the allegorical nature of the 
parables of Jesus,7 the roots of the allegorical mode of interpretation reach 
deeply into the earliest Hebrew and Christian literature; it was commonly 
used at least from the times of Jesus (who often spoke of such things as 
the brazen serpent8 or the sign of Jonah9 as analogies of himself ) and 
Philo (20 BC–AD 50),10 as well as in the writings of Irenaeus (c. AD 140– 
c. 202), Clement of Alexandria (death c. AD 215), and onwards. Although 
some allegories can be drawn between events in heaven and events on 
earth, more often allegories are located between two characters or charac-
teristics found in this world, such as the allegorical juxtaposition of a seed 
to faith or a fisherman to a missionary. The domain of this comparative 
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approach is typically the “horizontal,” and it thrives on comparative and 
analogical reasoning.

4. The anagogical. When an allegory or parable leads the mind and the 
soul upward, projecting worldly events, human relations, and natural pur-
poses onto a higher metaphysical or celestial level, the linkage is anagogical. 
Sometimes called mystical, spiritual, or doctrinal, the anagogical reading 
highlights heavenly things and especially draws connections between pat-
terns in this life and truths pertaining to the life beyond this mortal realm. 
The domain of this elevating approach is the “vertical.” It is open to impres-
sions that transcend the strict or obvious meaning of the text. These subtle 
meanings or double entendres are invited by the elevated spiritual vantage 
point from which Jesus spoke.

These four modes of reading may be seen as basic elements of the 
world of traditional scriptural interpretation.11 In these four, one might 
see a reflection of a four-square approach to the gospel: the physical, social, 
intellectual, and spiritual (see Luke 2:52). Indeed, it always helps to read 
the parables of Jesus not only historically and practically but also symbol-
ically and sublimely.

In addition, one further tool was given to the Church by the Prophet 
Joseph Smith. Speaking about the parables of the lost sheep, the lost coin, 
and the prodigal son in Luke 15, on Sunday, January 23, 1843, Joseph 
taught: “I have a Key by which I understand the scriptures—I enquire what 
was the question which drew out the answer?”12 As will be seen, these four 
modes of reading and especially Joseph’s key unlock the meaning of the 
parable of the certain man who had two sons in Matthew 21:28–31.

The Setting of the Parable of  
the Willing and Unwilling Two Sons
With these general thoughts as guiding principles, consider first the setting 
of this short parable, which comes at a crucial moment in Matthew’s Gospel 
narrative. Immediately after Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem, he went 
straight to the temple, knocked over the tables of the overreaching mer-
chants and money changers, miraculously healed the blind and the lame, 
and was heralded by children (21:12–16). At the end of that momentous 
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day, after spending the night with friends in the nearby village of Bethany, 
he returned the next morning to the temple (21:17, 23). There he was 
accosted by the chief priests and the elders of the people, who challenged 
him, demanding to know, “By what authority doest thou these things?” 
and “Who gave thee this authority?” (21:23).

As he usually did, Jesus answered their affront with a question of his 
own: “The baptism of John [the Baptist], whence was it?” he asked. Was it 

“from heaven, or of men?” (21:25). When they were unwilling to respond, 
Jesus used this as an opportunity to address the fundamental issue of 
authority. Although he declined to say directly by what authority he did 
these things (see 21:27), he immediately13 went on to answer their ques-
tion indirectly by giving this trenchant parable about two sons—one of 
whom ultimately was willing and the other not.

This was Jesus’ first teaching in the temple after his triumphal entry, 
and this short parable effectively took this crucial question of authority all 
the way back to fundamental principles, not only to the current unwill-
ingness (or inability) of the chief priests to answer the question about the 
source of John’s authority but also beyond that to things pertaining to the 
foundation of the world relevant to the source of Jesus’ and all true author-
ity. At a deep level, this parable calls to mind a particular dichotomy of 
enduring eternal character and consequence.

 According to the King James Version, Jesus said: “But what think ye? A 
certain man had two sons; and he came to the first, and said, Son, go work 
to day in my vineyard. He answered and said, I will not: but afterward he 
repented, and went. And he came to the second, and said likewise. And 
he answered and said, I go, sir: and went not. Whether of them twain did 
the will of his father? They say unto him, The first” (Matthew 21:28–31).

Objective Elements in the Parable
Several significant factual or cultural points are embedded in this instruc-
tive story. At the literal, factual level, this is a story of a man. The first 
word in this parable is anthrōpos (21:28), a man. This also is the first word 
in the parables of the good Samaritan (Luke 10:30) and the prodigal son 
(Luke 15:11). From the words of this story, all one knows is that this man 
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was a father of two sons, that he had a vineyard or orchard (ampelōn, the 
word may mean either), and that he needed someone to go down to work 
immediately in that vineyard.

The work was needed sēmeron, “today, this day.” Perhaps it was harvest 
time or planting time; either way, the need was rather urgent.

The two sons are referred to as the father’s tekna, his own immedi-
ate offspring (not slaves or servants); although referred to with this term 
of endearment, which is often used in speaking of young children, these 
sons14 must be old enough and mature enough to do this work. For some 
unstated reason, the father was either unable to hire other workers or did 
not want to entrust this work to slaves or dayworkers. He needed one of his 
own sons to go down and do this work.

From these straightforward facts, the message speaks in everyday terms: 
In such a case, Galilean society would have expected sons to drop whatever 
they were planning to do that day and go and help their dear, perhaps 
somewhat elderly, father in his time of need. This story “expects that lis-
teners should pronounce judgment upon the son who did not obey,” for 
children in this world were “expected to honour [their] parents.”15 One son 
eventually does this; the other does not.

All this is well and good, but it is clear from the context that Jesus 
was not giving the chief priests and the venerable men of the city a cul-
tural commentary about family relations. As he was being challenged 
there in the temple by the highest authorities in Jerusalem about his own 
authority, this was not the time for him to deliver a homely description 
of family behaviors.

Moral Principles in the Parable
At the broader ethical level, this parable gives helpful domestic guidance 
to all sons and daughters on how they ought to behave. In happy families 
everywhere, it is ethically good for children to decide, in the end, to go and 
do what their parents have reasonably asked them to do; and it is always 
a problem for children to promise that they will do something they have 
been asked to do but then, for whatever reason, leave their parents disap-
pointed. But again, this is hardly the time for Jesus to offer an object lesson 
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about filial duties. I disagree that “this is little more than an expanded 
proverb” employed as a “parable of judgment.”16

In addition, at the moral level, the parable might also be understood 
as simply teaching the general point that “it is never too late to make a 
decision and to act upon it.”17 And indeed, this parable may well have 
been originally used by Jesus in this context, or it was eventually placed in 
this setting in Matthew 21, for the purpose of suggesting that Jesus wanted 
to persuade the chief priests and the Pharisees that it was still not too late 
for them to change their opinions and behavior toward him. This view has 
been embraced by several commentators18 because at the end of verse 31 
Jesus indicted his challengers, saying that the publicans and harlots would 
enter the kingdom of God before they would because the publicans and 
harlots believed John the Baptist but the chief priests and elders did not. 
And at the level of moral persuasion, this parable serves very well in this 
regard. But it seems to me that more must be involved here. If that was 
all that was intended by Jesus, a simpler story involving only one son who 
at first disregarded his father’s wishes but then changed his mind might 
have been sufficient and more appropriate in showing that those sinners 
had ultimately done the right thing by repenting and following John. And 
without a further point of reference in connection with the dual story, the 
chief priests and elders would well have been left puzzling when they had 
not done what they had specifically said they would do? When had they 
said they would follow John but then did not do so?

Allegorical Readings of this Parable
Thinking allegorically, this parable offers other interpretive outcomes. The 
vineyard (ampelōn) is a favorite and common symbol for how God sees 
humankind: either representing the people of Israel (as in Isaiah’s parable of 
the vineyard in Isaiah 5)19 or the whole world (as in Zenos’s parable of that 
olive tree that stood in a large vineyard or orchard in Jacob 5). Because of this 
symbolic element, it is often suggested that this parable should be read nation-
ally, as a statement about God’s two ethnic sons, so to speak, the Israelites and 
the Gentiles: one of the sons (Israel) said (and covenanted) that he would 
do what God wanted but then did not, while the other (the Gentiles, or the 
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publicans and the harlots) said he would not go, but reconsidered and did go. 
Consistent with this allegorical reading, it is clear that Jesus intended the chief 
priests and elders to see themselves and their own failure to do the will of the 
Father in this little parable, as Jesus concluded this part of his conversation 
with them by saying, “Verily I say unto you, that the publicans and the harlots 
go into the kingdom of God before you” (Matthew 21:31), and by extension 
this point of judgment would fall upon anyone else who had rejected John.

But, while this allegorical reading emphasizes the way in which this 
little parable silenced Jesus’ critics, it does not really answer either of the 
two questions they had asked him about his authority, and so this collective 
or national allegorical reading—useful though it certainly is in Matthew’s 
rhetorical agenda—still leaves us wanting more. In fact, logically, the com-
parative failure of the Jewish leaders to do the will of God has nothing to 
do with Jesus’ authoritative empowerment to do or to say all the things he 
was teaching and doing. Indeed, when the chief priests and elders refused 
to answer Jesus’ question about the origins of John the Baptist’s admit-
tedly lesser authority than Jesus’ asserted Melchizedek authority (Psalm 
110:1–4), Jesus at first said to them, “Neither tell I you by what authority I 
do these things” (21:27; emphasis added), thereby setting aside the first of 
the chief priests’ two questions. But when he went on to tell the ensuing 
parable of the two sons, he answered in effect their second question: “Who 
gave thee this authority?” As mentioned above, Joseph Smith taught that 
readers should pay close attention to “the question which drew out the 
answer.”20 In this case, that question was the source of Jesus’ authority, and 
ultimately that is the question the parable particularly answers.21

Reading the Parable Anagogically
With the foregoing in mind, I suggest that readers might most meaning-
fully look at this parable through a spiritual or anagogical lens. Here one 
finds a strong reading of this text, conceptually engaging all of its elements. 
Indeed, most potently, this parable takes the question of authority into 
divine realms. Anagogically involved here is no ordinary father, no ordi-
nary vineyard, and no ordinary pair of sons. An attentive reader can see 
in Jesus’ answer a number of elevated doctrinal points about the nature 
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of authority received from God in general and about Jesus’ authority in 
specific. Consider the following:

The two sons were asked by their father. In the end it becomes clear 
that this father is not just their father, but God the Father.22 The King 
James Version chose to supplement the text by inserting the word his in 
italics, when Jesus asks, “Whether of them twain did the will of his father?” 
(21:31). Nevertheless, the Greek reads, “Which of the two did the will of 
the father (epoiēsen to thelēma tou patros)?” (emphasis added). While it is 
possible that the definite article here (tou) can simply be understood as 
taking “the place of an unemphatic possessive pronoun when there is no 
doubt as to the possessor,”23 which would allow the KJV rendition “his 
father” as a legitimate translation, Jesus’ wording here echoes the Greek 
wording found in Matthew 7:21 regarding the one who enters the kingdom 
of heaven, namely he “who does the will of the Father of mine who is in 
heaven” (ho poiōn to thelēma tou patros mou tou en tois ouranois). Thus the 
use of the definite article in the question, “which did the will of the father” 
at least invites an anagogical reflection, seeing the father and willing son in 
this parable as representing Jesus and his Father in Heaven.24 The sons were 
thus called to serve by and with authority directly from the divine principal 
whom they would serve. Those with authority do not take that authority 
upon themselves but are “called of God, as was Aaron” (Hebrews 5:4).

These two sons were both offered their commission to “go” by way 
of commandment from the Father. This invitation came, not as a polite 
request, but as an imperative, literally, “go [age] down [hyp-]” (hypage, 
Matthew 21:28; the father said the same to the second son in 21:30). 
While the word hypage can have a number of meanings, including to “go 
away,” “withdraw,” “depart,” “go forward,” or simply to “go,”25 its sense 
always depends on the context in which it is used. Here, if the setting is in 
the father’s house, the sons are being asked to leave the comforts of home 
and go work in the fields; if the setting is in the father’s mansion on a hill, 
or in heaven, then the sons will be going down from there. In any case, 
the prefix hyp- (from the preposition hypo, under) in composition conveys 
some sense of being “under, as well of rest as of motion,” or, interestingly, 

“of the agency or influence under which a thing is done, to express subjec-
tion or subordination.”26 Moreover, in being asked to go, the two sons were 
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told when and where they were to serve—today, and in the vineyard—so 
their authority was specific. Those with specific authority do not have the 
option of selecting another time or place. They can either respond with a 
yes or a no, but they cannot modify the father’s request.

To carry out their assignment with authority they need to be in tune 
with the will of the one who has sent them. Those having divine author-
ity may need to repent or change their attitude in order to accommodate 
themselves to do what God wants, not what they might want.

Beyond these important points about the nature of authority and legal 
agency, this parable draws its listeners back to the heavenly realms where 
Jesus and all the holy apostles and prophets—including John the Baptist—
were called and foreordained to hold the priesthood of God. In so doing, 
this story calls to mind events in the Council in Heaven, where a Father 
indeed had two very different sons and where Jesus received his commis-
sion and authority from the Father. In fact, the Father’s command to his 
first son, “go down” (hypage), which says more than just “go,” as in the KJV, 
and thus invites the listener to understand this dialogue as having trans-
pired somewhere above.

These heavenly, primeval overtones are a bit more evident in the Greek 
text of Matthew than in the Latin Vulgate or in the English of the King 
James Version or other translations. The most widely supported Greek texts 
literally read as follows: “A man had two sons, and going to the first he 
said, ‘Go down this day to work in the vineyard.’ He answered, ‘Not as I 
will,’ but then reconciling himself to the task he went. Going to the other, 
he [the Father] said the same. And he answering said, ‘I, Lord!’ And he 
did not go.”27 The differences between this rendition of the Greek and the 
usual English translations of this text—which is clearly much more than a 
fable—may be explicated as follows:

In the Greek, it is more evident that Jesus is casting himself as the first 
of these two sons. In most manuscripts, at the end of the story in verse 31, 
he is called “the first” (ho prōtos).28 Just as he was the Firstborn, this son was 
the first son that the Father approached. In some other early manuscripts, 
he is called “the last” (ho eschatos), apparently because in the narrator’s mind 
that son is the farthest back in the story. Being called “the first” and “the 
last” evokes Isaiah 44:6; 48:12; Revelation 1:17; and 22:13: “I am the first, 



John W. Welch

107

and I am the last.” Either way, this submissive, obedient son is the one who 
does the will of his Father. I will simply call him “the first.”

Indeed, the first son initially answered the Father’s request by saying, 
“Ou thelō,” which the KJV translates as “I will not” (emphasis added). But 
thelō is not a future-tense verb. It does not mean “I will not, or shall not.” 
Ou thelō is a present-tense verb, meaning “I don’t want to,” or “I don’t 
wish to,” or “I’d rather not,” or, idiomatically, “Not (ou) [what or as] I will 
(thelō).” In Elizabethan English, “I will not” could mean “I do not will it,” 
as does the Latin nolo, but this is not how modern readers hear this crucial 
word.29 Doing the Father’s will (thelēma—which is the noun cognate to 
the verb thelō) is a central theme in the Gospel of Matthew leading up 
to Christ’s teaching in this parable and immediately beyond (see Matthew 
6:10; 7:21; 12:50; 18:14; 26:42). In Gethsemane, as the Savior reconciled 
and submitted himself to the will of the Father, he said, “not my will [mē to 
thelēma mou] but thine, be done” (Luke 22:42).30 These words in Matthew 
21:29 take on an elevated meaning when the “first son” is taken as referring 
to Jesus himself.

The two sons were commanded by the Father to go down “this day” 
to do what the Father wanted to have done at the time when that work 
was needed below. Timing was important for the coming of Christ. Many 
things had been put in place for the Son of God to appear in the flesh at 
the promised and prophesied time, and people in Jerusalem were counting 
down the days and years for the fulfillment of the prophecy given in the 
book of Daniel, to say nothing of the prophecies given in the Book of 
Mormon. As mentioned above, to Jesus and his listeners, the vineyard was 
a potent symbol of the house of Israel (see Isaiah 5:1–7).

The first son “goes away” or “departs from” (apēlthen) the Father’s pres-
ence. This verb is translated simply as “went” in the KJV in Matthew 21:29, 
30. This word, along with the Father’s command, “go down” (hypage),31 
may call to mind the condescension or incarnation of Jesus leaving his 
Father’s presence. These words were used by Jesus himself in referring to 
his own going away or departure, as a euphemism for his impending death 
and descent into the spirit prison: “Then said the Jews, Will he kill himself? 
because he saith, Whither I go (hypagō), ye cannot come” (John 8:22); “It 
is expedient for you that I go away (apelthō)” (John 16:7). Indeed, speaking 
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prophetically of his death in the longer and immediately following parable 
of the vineyard and the wicked tenants at the end of Matthew 21, Jesus 
clearly referred to himself as the son of a landowner in a faraway country 
who planted a vineyard and sent his servants, whom the tenants beat and 
killed; and when he sent his own son, they cast him out and killed him too 
(see Matthew 21:33–41). In hearing that parable, the chief priests and the 
Pharisees “perceived that [Jesus] spake of them” and their desire to kill him 
(21:45). With a little further reflection, they may also have perceived that 
Jesus had spoken of himself as the first son in the immediately preceding 
parable of the willing and unwilling two sons.

The onerous burden of the work asked by the Father seems to have 
given even the ultimately submissive first son ample reason for pause. 
Perhaps this son knew when he was asked to go down that there were or 
would be wicked tenants in the vineyard who had or would have already 
killed the two sets of servants sent by the landowner-father, and now in 
desperation the father needed a son to send. No wonder even that first son 
might need to think things over a bit. At this point in Matthew 21:29, the 
KJV reads, “but afterward he repented” (emphasis added), which might 
seem unbecoming of the Savior. But the idea that the first son repented 
of some sin (an idea which is implicit in paenitentia, the Latin word used 
at this point in the Vulgate) is actually not necessarily implied in the little 
parable. The Greek word used here is not the ordinary verb used to mean 

“repent” (metanoeō),32 but rather metamelomai, which does not primarily 
mean “to repent.” In the Septuagint and in Koine Greek, with rare excep-
tion, it always means to feel sad about something or to change one’s mind;33 
in Classical Greek it means to regret, or to change one’s purpose or line of 
conduct; or, as one might say, to reconcile oneself to the task of serving a 
difficult part in a larger plan. Viewed objectively or ethically, a son might 
need to change his mind and decide to obey his father’s command. And 
seen allegorically, the Jewish leaders, unlike the first son, had not felt any 
need to adjust their preferences or change their minds (oude metamelēthēte), 
let alone repent, as even the publicans and harlots had done when they 
saw John the Baptist “in the way of righteousness” (21:32). But ultimately 
and anagogically, the willingness of the first son to submit to the Father’s 
will is an understandable and appropriate reaction—just as the First Son 



John W. Welch

109

contemplated shouldering his daunting assignment and aligned his own 
will with that of the Father.

At the same time, there was another son. Most manuscripts call him 
“the other” (ho heteros),34 while some call him “the second (ho deuteros).”35 
This son stood in utter contrast to the first, as in the expression “on the one 
hand, or on the other hand.” He is more than numerically second; he also 
stands in contradistinction, being the “other,” being of another mind or 
having some other purpose. He was eager at first, but in the end he would 
not serve his father.

Significantly, when this other son answered, he did not actually say, “I 
go, Lord,” as the KJV reads, following the Vulgate, which uses the words “eō 
[I go], domine.” The word “go,” however, is italicized in the KJV because it is 
actually not present in the strongest Greek manuscripts. Except in a few NT 
manuscripts,36 the other son simply says egō, kurie, “I, Lord.” In ordinary 
parlance, this might sound something like “Yes, sir.” But in an anagogical 
mode, the pronoun egō adds connected significance. For this second son, 
it seems that it was all about ego. This is the first word he says. He seems 
caught up with the fact that he had been called. In this context, what does 
this word egō entail? “I what? Lord.” “I will gladly go?” “OK, I will [grudg-
ingly] go?” or “I get to go!?” “I have been chosen!?” “I will do it;” I want the 
glory! Lord.”37 All of these are possibilities. Moreover, the second and only 
other word (kurie) in his reply to his father a bit stiffly calls his own father 

“Lord,” which may well convey an underlying sentiment that for that son 
this matter was not primarily about close personal love or filial devotion.38 
For whatever reason, that son did not go. He was called but not chosen.

If the first son is identifiable as Jesus, the second son in this parable 
can be understood as Lucifer, his brother. For Latter-day Saints, this calls 
to mind the familiar scene in the Council in Heaven in which Jesus was 
given his commission and authority from the Father.39 While not exactly 
the same as in this parable, certain similarities are unmistakable. On that 
occasion the Father asked, “Whom shall I send?” (Abraham 3:27). In the 
texts we have, Lucifer then responded with a barrage of six first-person pro-
nouns, “Here am I, send me” (Abraham 3:27; Moses 4:1; emphasis added), 
adding, “I will be thy son, . . . I will redeem all mankind . . . ; surely I will 
do it; wherefore give me thine honor” (Moses 4:1; emphasis added). Jesus, 
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however, simply “answered like unto the Son of Man: Here am I, send me” 
(Abraham 3:27), adding, “Father, thy will be done” (Moses 4:2; empha-
sis added). These two responses typify the contrast between the course of 
self-interested unrighteousness and the way of submissive righteousness in 
answering a call from God. Because Lucifer sought to usurp God’s own 
honor, glory, power, and authority, he was cast down (Moses 4:3) and, as 
in Jesus’ parable to the Jewish leaders, Lucifer did not go. Whether he was 
not allowed to go or took himself out of the running, the outcome was the 
same. In either case, it is interesting to note that the Father was apparently 
open to sending either (or perhaps, in some way, both), if they would be 
willing to be his agents and to do his will within the scope of the authority 
and assignment given to them.

Whether or not the chief priests and elders had any knowledge from 
traditional sources about the heavenly council in which the eternal plan 
was established from the foundation of the world,40 that primal event 
would have been well known to the Savior and perhaps to his disciples 
and others of his contemporaries. Indeed, the Apostle John knew and testi-
fied that the power and authority of Jesus came from the premortal world, 
where Jesus obtained his right to rule on this earth, not to do his own will, 
but to do the will of the Father. The authority of Jesus was traceable back 
to “the beginning” (John 1:1); his judgment was just because he sought 

“the will of the Father” who had sent him (John 5:30). Jesus taught openly, 
“For I came down from heaven, not to do mine own will, but the will of 
him that sent me” (John 6:38), and at the Last Supper, only a few days after 
his triumphal entry in to Jerusalem and his confrontation with the chief 
priests and elders in the temple, Jesus affirmed to his disciples, “I am in 
the Father, and the Father [is] in me. . . . the words that I speak unto you I 
speak not of myself: but [of ] the Father” (John 14:10). “I have given unto 
them the words which thou gavest me” (John 17:8). So, it would not have 
been out of character or out of season if Jesus had taken his disciples aside 
as they returned to Bethany after that day in the  temple, at the beginning 
of the Holy Week, to remind them of the source of his authority and 
explain this meaning of this parable of the willing and unwilling two sons. 
But, in any event, this parable clearly answered the question, “Who gave 
thee this authority?” (namely, God the Father); and it even hints at when 
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and where that happened (namely, in the divine council, where two sons 
were involved).

In the end, whatever the chief priests and elders knew about the tra-
ditional teachings of God’s heavenly council, or whether they could have 
surmised the implications of the dichotomous two-sons typology that per-
meates much of scripture,41 they did not have ears to hear on this occasion. 
Unlike the meek and obedient Son of Man and too much like the second 
son in the parable, they refused to accept God’s emissaries and do the will 
of the Father. Thinking too much of their own self-interests, they failed to 
learn this eternal lesson—that when people seek unrighteous dominion, 
the heavens withdraw, and “amen to the . . . authority of that man” (D&C 
121:37). Having challenged Jesus’ authority, the chief priests and elders 
found their own authority challenged. As always, true authority can only 
be maintained by virtue of humility, long-suffering, kindness, and love 
unfeigned, exercised for the glory and honor of the Father, as exemplified 
by his First and eternally willing Son.
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