
What 
Follows

Our Sunday Readings

THE FIRST READING
Devastating repercussions
Ezekiel prophesied during the Babylonian 
invasion of Jerusalem in the sixth century BC. 
The walls of the city fell, thousands fled or were 
killed, and the temple was destroyed. Ezekiel 
declared that God was punishing his people for 
failing to uphold the covenant that their 
ancestors had made with God at Mount Sinai. 

Collective responsibility
The Israelites had a strong communal identity. 
One person’s actions could affect the whole 
community. Sometimes the consequences 
extended to the person’s descendants. Children 
thus bore the repercussions of the sins of their 
parents. As an ancient proverb put it, “The 
fathers ate sour grapes, and the children’s teeth 
are set on edge” (Jeremiah 31:29, Ezekiel 18:2). 

In response to Ezekiel’s prophecies, some 
Israelites insisted that it wasn’t fair that they had 
to bear the guilt of others. They didn’t think they 
should be punished for the sins of their 
ancestors.

Blame game
When Ezekiel hears people complain that it isn’t 
fair for God to punish them for someone else’s 
sins, he delivers a stark response: God has 
judged them according to their own actions. The 
people themselves have sinned. They can’t blame 
someone else for the punishment they’re 
experiencing. Instead they must admit that they, 
too, have sinned.

EZEKIEL 18:25-28
Reading closely
1. Who is complaining?
2. What iniquity or wickedness might people 

have been committing?
3. Does the situation seem unfair to you?
4. What might people have wanted to happen 

instead?
5. How do you think people responded to 

Ezekiel?
Living the word
6. How readily do you accept responsibility 

for your actions?
7. Why is it hard to admit you’re wrong?
8. Have you ever assumed responsibility for 

the actions of others?
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PHILIPPIANS 2:1-11 (or 1-5)

MATTHEW 21:28-32



THE GOSPEL READING
Context
Jesus has entered Jerusalem, where the Jewish 
leadership challenges his authority (v.23). In 
response, Jesus tells three parables, which we’ll 
hear for the next three Sundays. In each parable 
those who should have been quick to welcome 
God’s kingdom reject it. God then fills his kingdom 
with those who doubted they would enter it at all.

The parable we hear today is only in Matthew’s 
Gospel, and Matthew himself seems to have added 
verse 32 to the story. The verse links the parable 
to the passage right before it in which Jesus asks 
the leaders for their opinion of John the Baptist.

A call to action
In Matthew 7:21-23 Jesus warned people that they 
can’t simply call him Lord and be saved; they must 
change how they live. Now he makes that point 
again. When Jesus comes in glory, he will distinguish 
between those who merely talk about doing what’s 
right and those who actually do what’s right. 

A warning
The parable takes on a second meaning in verses 
31b-32. John the Baptist helped fulfill God’s plan of 
salvation (way of righteousness). Those who believed 
John are like the first son who ultimately did what 
his father asked. Such people include tax collectors 
and prostitutes – those held to be the worst of 
sinners. These people said no to the Jewish law by 
failing to uphold it, but they said yes to John.

By contrast, members of the Jewish leadership said 
yes to the Jewish law but no to John, even after they 
saw the positive effect John had on people they 
regarded as irredeemable sinners.

Jesus insists that these sinners are entering God’s 
kingdom before the supposedly pious leaders 
(v.31). A more accurate translation might be they go 
in and you do not. Those who believed John, 
repented, and then accepted Jesus will enter God’s 
kingdom. Those who rejected first John and now 
Jesus might not enter it at all.

MATTHEW 21:28-32
Reading closely
1. To whom is Jesus speaking?
2. Why might the first son have said he would 

not go? 
3. Why might the first son have changed his mind 

and done as his father asked?
4. Why might the second son have said he would 

go? 
5. Why might the second son have failed to go?
6. Do you think the second son intended to go?
7. What might the father have thought of his two 

sons?
8. What all might Jesus have thought about those 

to whom he addressed this parable?
9. How might Jesus’ hearers have felt about this 

parable?
10. How might Jesus’ hearers have responded to 

this parable?
Living the word
11. “It’s the thought that counts.” Is it?
12. a) Has someone ever promised you something 

but not followed through?  
b) How did you feel?  
c) Have you ever made someone feel this way?

13. How does failing to do what we say we’ll do 
affect our relationships?

14. Are you saying yes or no to what God is asking 
of you?

PRAYER
author unknown

Lord Jesus, 
I give you my hands to do your work. 
I give you my feet to go your way. 
I give you my eyes to see as you do. 
I give you my tongue to speak your words. 
I give you my mind that you may think in me. 
I give you my spirit that you may pray in me.
Above all, I give you my heart that you may love in 
me your Father and all humankind.
I give you my whole self that you may grow in me, 
so that it is you, Lord Jesus, 
who live and work and pray in me. 
Amen.

IGNORANCE OF SCRIPTURE IS IGNORANCE OF CHRIST         –ST. JEROME


