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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In Matthew 21:28-32, Jesus tells a parable to his audience in the Temple regarding a 

father, his two sons (although using τέκνον instead of υἱός), and a vineyard.1 This parable exists 

in three distinct versions in the New Testament manuscript tradition.2 Each version recounts how 

the father, sequentially, asked each son to work in his vineyard. One son replies that he will do as 

requested but does not follow through. The other son says he will not do as requested but then 

obeys his father. The parable concludes with Jesus asking his Jewish opponents (the chief priests, 

elders, and the Pharisees [21:23; 21:45]) which son obeyed his father.3 The differences among 

 
1 Jan Lambrecht, Out of the Treasure: The Parables in the Gospel of Matthew, Louvain 

Theological and Pastoral Monographs 10 (Louvain: Peeters/Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 93, 

suggests that τέκνον possesses “a warmer, more intimate connotation” than does υἱός. In the 

context of the parable, this would require understanding τέκνα to be a reference to male children.  

 
2 For an overview of the textual differences, see Kurt Aland and Barbara Aland, The Text 

of the New Testament, 2nd ed., trans. Erroll F. Rhodes (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 312-316; 

James W. Barker, “Teaching the Bible as a SuperNatural Book: Textual Criticism of Matthew’s 

Parable of the Two Sons,” Studies in Medieval and Renaissance Teaching 25.2 (2018): 113-121; 

Philip W. Comfort, New Testament Text and Translation Commentary (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale 

House Publishers, 2008), 63-65; Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New 

Testament, corrected edition (New York: United Bible Societies, 1975), 55-57. 

 
3 Naming this collective is challenging. To refer to them as the “chief priests, elders, and 

the Pharisees,” as does Matthew (combining 21:23 with 21:45), would quickly become 

cumbersome. Options such as “Jewish authorities” or “Jewish leaders” raise questions about the 

level and extent of their influence. Therefore, this study uses the term “Jewish opponents” to 

refer to this collective group. The term “Jewish opponents” is intended to emphasize the fact that 

these groups are “Jewish” and “opponents” of Jesus; it should not be understood as suggesting 

that Jews were categorically opposed to Jesus. 
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the three versions consist of what each son says and does, and which son Jesus’s opponents 

approve as the obedient one.  

The most prominent manuscript witnesses for each of the three versions are as follows: 

Codex Sinaiticus (01, א) for the first, Codex Vaticanus (03, B) for the second, and Codex Bezae 

for the third (05, D). The reading of each manuscript is detailed below.  

The Manuscript Tradition of Matthew 21:28-324 

Verse Sinaiticus5 Vaticanus6 Bezae7 

28 Τί δὲ ὑμῖν δοκεῖ; 

ἄνθρωπος εἶχεν τέκνα δύο. 

καὶ προσελθὼν τῷ πρώτῳ 

εἶπεν, Τέκνον, ὕπαγε 

σήμερον ἐργάζου ἐν τῷ 

ἀμπελῶνι. 

 

But what do you think? A 

man had two sons and 

having come to the first, 

he said, “Son, go today, 

work in the vineyard.” 

Τί δὲ ὑμῖν δοκεῖ; 

ἄνθρωπος εἶχεν δύο τέκνα. 

καὶ προσελθὼν τῷ πρώτῳ 

εἶπεν, Τέκνον, ὕπαγε 

σήμερον ἐργάζου ἐν τῷ 

ἀμπελῶνι μου. 

 

But what do you think? A 

man had two sons, and 

having come to the first, 

he said, “Son, go today, 

work in my vineyard.” 

Τί δὲ ὑμῖν δοκεῖ; ἄνθρωπος 

εἶχεν τέκνα δύο. καὶ 

προσελθὼν τῷ πρώτῳ 

εἶπεν, Τέκνον, ὕπαγε 

σήμερον ἐργάζου εἰς τὸν 

ἀμπελῶνα. 

 

But what do you think? A 

man had two sons, and 

having come to the first, he 

said, “Son, go today, work 

into the vineyard.” 

 
4 The text in the tables ignores the variation found within each manuscript. These 

discrepancies are addressed when each manuscript’s text is examined more closely in its 

corresponding chapter. 

 
5 For Codex Sinaiticus, see Reuben J. Swanson, ed., New Testament Greek Manuscripts: 

Variant Readings arranged in Horizontal Lines Against Codex Vaticanus—Matthew (Sheffield: 

Sheffield Academic Press, 1995). 207-209; see also the Codex Sinaiticus website 

(https://www.codexsinaiticus.org/en/manuscript.aspx). 

 
6 For Codex Vaticanus, see Swanson, New Testament Greek Manuscripts—Matthew, 207-

209; and Jenny Read-Heimerdinger and Josep Rius-Camps, eds., A Gospel Synopsis of the Greek 

Text of Matthew, Mark, and Luke: A Comparison of Codex Bezae and Codex Vaticanus (Leiden: 

Brill, 2014), 79-80; see also images 1263 and 1264 of Codex Vaticanus on the Vatican Digital 

Library (https://digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS_Vat.gr.1209/1239). 

 
7 For the Codex Bezae, see Swanson, New Testament Greek Manuscripts—Matthew, 207-

209; and Read-Heimerdinger and Rius-Camps, Gospel Synopsis of the Greek Text, 79-80; see 

also images 70v (126) and 71v (128) of Codex Bezae on the University of Cambridge Digital 

Library website (https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-NN-00002-00041/1). 
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29 ὁ δὲ ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν, Οὐ 

θέλω, ὕστερον δὲ 

μεταμεληθεὶς ἀπῆλθεν. 

 

But answering, he said, “I 

will not,” but later, having 

repented, he went. 

ὁ δὲ ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν, 

Ἐγώ, κύριε καὶ οὐκ 

ἀπῆλθεν. 

 

And answering, he said, 

“I, lord,” and he did not 

go. 

ὁ δὲ ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν, Οὐ 

θέλω, ὕστερον δὲ 

μεταμεληθεὶς ἀπῆλθεν εἰς 

τὸν ἀμπελῶνα. 

 

But answering, he said, “I 

will not,” but later, having 

repented, he went into the 

vineyard. 

30 προσελθὼν δὲ τῷ ἑτέρῳ 
εἶπεν ὡσαύτως ὁ δὲ 

ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν, Ἐγώ, 

κύριε καὶ οὐκ ἀπῆλθεν. 

 

Then having come to the 

other, he said similarly, 

and answering, he said, “I, 

lord,” and he did not go. 

προσελθὼν δὲ τῷ δευτέρῳ 

εἶπεν ὡσαύτως ὁ δὲ 

ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν, Οὐ 

θέλω, ὕστερον 

μεταμεληθεὶς ἀπῆλθεν. 

 

Then, having come to the 

second, he said similarly, 

and answering, he said, “I 

will not,” later having 

repented, he went. 

προσελθὼν δὲ τῷ ἑτέρῳ 

εἶπεν ὡσαύτως ὁ δὲ 

ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν, Ἐγώ, 

κύριε ὑπάγω καὶ οὐκ 

ἀπῆλθεν. 

 

Then having come to the 

other, he said similarly, 

and answering, he said, “I, 

lord, I go,” and he did not 

go. 

31 τίς ἐκ τῶν δύο ἐποίησεν τὸ 

θέλημα τοῦ πατρός; 

λέγουσιν, Ὁ πρῶτος. 

λέγει αὐτοῖς ὁ Ἰησοῦς, 

Ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν ὅτι οἱ 

τελῶναι καὶ αἱ πόρναι 

προάγουσιν ὑμᾶς εἰς τὴν 

βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ. 

 

Which out of the two did 

the will of the father? They 

said, “The first.” Jesus 

said to them, “Amen, I say 

to you that the tax 

collectors and the 

prostitutes go before you 

into the kingdom of God. 

τίς ἐκ τῶν δύο ἐποίησεν τὸ 

θέλημα τοῦ πατρός; 

λέγουσιν, Ὁ ὕστερος. 

λέγει αὐτοῖς ὁ Ἰησοῦς, 

Ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν ὅτι οἱ 

τελῶναι καὶ αἱ πόρναι 

προάγουσιν ὑμᾶς εἰς τὴν 

βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ. 

 

Which out of the two did 

the will of the father? 

They said, “The latter.” 

Jesus said to them, “Amen, 

I say to you that the tax 

collectors and the 

prostitutes go before you 

into the kingdom of God. 

τίς ἐκ τῶν δύο τὸ θέλημα 

τοῦ πατρός ἐποίησεν; 

λέγουσιν, Ὁ ἔσχατος. 

λέγει αὐτοῖς ὁ Ἰησοῦς, 

Ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν ὅτι οἱ 

τελῶναι καὶ αἱ πόρναι 

προάγουσιν ὑμᾶς εἰς τὴν 

βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ. 

 

Which out of the two did 

the will of the father? They 

said, “The last,” Jesus said 

to them, “Amen, I say to 

you that the tax collectors 

and the prostitutes go 

before you into the 

kingdom of God.” 

32 ἦλθεν γὰρ Ἰωάννης πρὸς 

ὑμᾶς ἐν ὁδῷ δικαιοσύνης 

καὶ οὐκ ἐπιστεύσατε αὐτῷ 

οἱ δὲ τελῶναι καὶ αἱ 

πόρναι ἐπίστευσαν αὐτῷ· 

ὑμεῖς δὲ ὲἰδόντες οὐ 

μετεμελήθητε ὕστερον 

τοῦ πιστεῦσαι αὐτῷ. 

 

ἦλθεν γὰρ Ἰωάνης πρὸς 

ὑμᾶς ἐν ὁδῷ δικαιοσύνης 

καὶ οὐκ ἐπιστεύσατε αὐτῷ 

οἱ δὲ τελῶναι καὶ αἱ 

πόρναι ἐπίστευσαν αὐτῷ· 

ὑμεῖς δὲ ἰδόντες οὐδὲ 

μετεμελήθητε ὕστερον 

τοῦ πιστεῦσαι αὐτῷ. 

 

ἦλθεν γὰρ πρὸς ὑμᾶς 

Ἰωάννης ἐν ὁδῷ 

δικαιοσύνης καὶ οὐκ 

ἐπιστεύσατε αὐτῷ οἱ δὲ 

τελῶναι καὶ αἱ πόρναι 

ἐπίστευσαν αὐτῷ, ὑμεῖς δὲ 

ἰδόντες μετεμελήθητε 

ὕστερον τοῦ πιστεῦσαι 

αὐτῷ. 
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For John came to you in 

the way of righteousness, 

and you did not believe 

him, but the tax collectors 

and the prostitutes 

believed him, and you, 

having seen, did not later 

repent to believe him. 

For John came to you in 

the way of righteousness, 

and you did not believe 

him, but the tax collectors 

and the prostitutes 

believed him, and you, 

having seen, did not even 

later repent to believe 

him. 

For John came to you in 

the way of righteousness, 

and you did not believe 

him, but the tax collectors 

and the prostitutes believed 

him, and you, having seen, 

later repented to believe 

him. 

 

While numerous differences exist among the three versions, the following chart 

summarizes the key differences in the manuscript tradition.  

Narrative Sequence of the Three Major Versions of the Parable 

Manuscript First Son Agrees? Second Son Agrees? Who Worked? Answer Given 

Sinaiticus No Yes First Son First Son 

Vaticanus Yes No Second Son Second Son 

Bezae No Yes First Son Second Son 

 

Each manuscript version has had its supporters in the history of New Testament 

scholarship. The current consensus regards Sinaiticus’s version, the one in which the first son 

who initially said “no” but then did the work, as the best reading (the reading in the manuscript 

tradition which appears to have the most substantial claim to being the author’s text). The Nestle-

Aland 28th edition,8 the Society of Biblical Literature’s Greek New Testament,9 and the Tyndale 

House Greek New Testament adopt the reading of Sinaiticus.10 This consensus is partly due to the 

theory that Vaticanus reflects a scribal emendation to fit better the parable's narrative sequence: 

Vaticanus has the second son as the obedient one in order to align better with the tax collectors 

 
8 Eberhard Nestle, Erwin Nestle, Kurt Aland, and Barbara Aland, Nestle-Aland Novum 

Testamentum Graece, 28th Edition (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 2012). 

 
9 Michael W. Holmes, The Greek New Testament: SBL Edition (Atlanta: Society of 

Biblical Literature, 2010). 

 
10 Dirk Jongkind and Peter Williams, The Greek New Testament Produced at Tyndale 

House (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017). 
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and prostitutes who chronologically should come after the Jewish opponents.11 Most scholars 

find Bezae’s reading too difficult to be the initial text (the text from which our current 

manuscripts are descended) because they find the commendation of the son who did not do any 

work to be nonsensical.12 However, reasons for acceptance and rejection exist for all three 

versions.  

Discovering the initial form of the text requires considering the measure of statistical 

conformity among the manuscript witnesses (known as pregenealogical coherence) in 

combination with applying more traditional methods of textual criticism and assessing the 

tendencies evident in reception history. The solution also requires examining how well each 

variant coheres not only with other manuscripts but also with how well each variant coheres to 

Matthew’s literary and theological depiction of the chief priests, Pharisees, elders, and scribes, 

along with the invective against hypocrisy.  

This dissertation will argue in support of Bezae’s narrative sequence (not necessarily its 

exact wording) due to its more difficult nature, its support in early translations, and how it 

coheres with Matthew’s depiction of Jesus’s opponents and the concern for hypocrisy. When this 

dissertation states that it favors Bezae’s reading it is referring exclusively to Bezae’s narrative 

sequence, defined as Bezae’s ordering of what each son says and does (which it shares with the 

 
11 The same logic is used to make the parable speak of Jews and gentiles, as the gentile 

mission would chronologically follow the covenant with Israel (and by extension, the Jews) 

established at Mount Sinai. For more on both of these views, see Chapter 6, titled “The Parable 

in Codex Vaticanus.” The Jewish opponents are seen in reception history as prior to the tax 

collectors and prostitutes as they are viewed as a continuation of Israel’s religious leaders, 

whereas the tax collectors and prostitutes are viewed as an aberration arising out of Israel’s 

unfaithfulness and, therefore, are secondary. 

 
12 Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 312-316; Comfort, New Testament Text 

and Translation Commentary, 63-65; Metzger, Textual Commentary on the Greek New 

Testament, 55-57. 



6 
 

Byzantine majority and with Sinaiticus) along with what son is approved of by the Jewish 

opponents. This definition of sequence does not include the exact words and phrases used by 

Bezae to tell the story, but only the narrative pattern in the above chart. The sequence is favored, 

but Bezae’s wording is not strictly followed, and each variant is decided on a case-by-case basis 

due to the Bezaean textual tradition being rather free in style. 

 

1.1. AIMS OF THE STUDY 

 

This dissertation seeks to determine the initial text of Matthew’s parable of the Two 

Sons.13 Thus, it does not address the relationship of the parable to the “historical Jesus” and 

whether he spoke this parable or a similar parable. Its focus is on the parable in Matthew as 

preserved in the manuscript tradition. As beneficial as the question of the historicity of parables 

might be in New Testament studies, the arguments about the historicity of the parable do not 

impact how the parable functions in Matthew’s narrative, nor does the question of an anterior 

form impact the interpretation of the parable in the manuscript tradition.14 As such, the historicity 

question falls outside this dissertation's scope. 

 
13 That this pericope is a parable may not be immediately apparent. The story is short and 

is not called a parable by Matthew in the pericope (21:28-32) nor does it begin with the classic 

“The Kingdom of God (or Heaven) is like...” However, 21:45 uses the word παραβολὰς 

(“parables”) to describe the words Jesus spoke against his Jewish opponents; in the Matthean 

context, these parables would be the Parable of the Tenants (21:33-45) and the Two Sons (21:28-

32). 

 
14 Even within the last century, there has been a wide range of perspectives regarding the 

historicity of the parables. Jeremias thought that “the student of the parables of Jesus...may be 

confident that he stands upon a particularly firm historical foundation. The parables are a 

fragment of the original rock of tradition.” Joachim Jeremias, Die Gleichnisse Jesu, 2nd revised 

ed., translated by S. H. Hooke (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1972), 7. Craig Blomberg, 

Interpreting the Parables, 2d ed. (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2012), 228-229, writes 
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This study follows the traditional goal of textual criticism by aiming to identify the 

“original text” of Matthew 21:28-32.15 The original text is understood as the text written by the 

author with the intention of “publishing” the composition by releasing the text to the broader 

community. The dissertation pushes back against three interrelated recent challenges to the 

consensus view of what textual criticism does. The first challenge is the denial that there is an 

“original text” to be recovered. David Parker argues, “the tradition is manifold… there is no 

authoritative text beyond the manuscript which we may follow without further thought… There 

is no authoritative text to provide a shortcut.”16 Second is the claim that the “original text” is an 

uncatchable phantom; therefore, we should focus on attempting to reconstruct the “earliest 

attainable text,” which could be quite different from the “original text.” Whereas the first 

 

that Mark’s “use of the plural ‘parables’ in a context where he gives only one (Mk 12:1) could 

suggest that he knew Jesus spoke others on the same occasion.” If so, Mark’s use of the plural 

acts as evidence for an earlier tradition even closer to the historical Jesus. John Meier thinks that 

it cannot be shown or proven whether the majority of parables were spoken by the historical 

Jesus. John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, Volume 5—Probing the 

Authenticity of the Parables, AYBRL (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), 48-57, 194-

196. The Jesus Seminar prints the parable in gray ink to indicate that “Jesus did not say this, but 

the ideas contained in it are close to his own.” Robert Funk and Roy Hoover, The Five Gospels: 

The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus (New York: Polebridge Press, 1993), 35-37, 231-

233.  

 
15 On the goal of textual criticism, see Gordon D. Fee, “Textual Criticism of the New 

Testament,” in Eldon Jay Epp and Gordon D. Fee (eds.), Studies in the Theory and Method of 

New Testament Textual Criticism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 3; Charles E. Hill and 

Michael J. Kruger, “Introduction: In Search of the Earliest Text of the New Testament,” in 

Charles E. Hill and Michael J. Kruger (eds.), The Early Text of the New Testament (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2012), 3-5; Michael William Holmes, “From ‘Original Text’ to ‘Initial 

Text’: The Traditional Goal of New Testament Textual Criticism in Contemporary Discussion,” 

in Bart D. Ehrman and Michael W. Holmes (eds.), The Text of the New Testament in 

Contemporary Research: Essays on the Status Quaestionis, 2d ed., New Testament Tools, 

Studies, and Documents; Volume 42 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 637-641. 

 
16 D.C. Parker, The Living Text of the Gospels (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1997), 212. 
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challenge rejected the notion of an “original text,” this second challenge denies the possibility of 

recreating that text. Speaking of this second challenge, Eldon Epp writes, “the transmission 

process makes the relationship between any presumed autographs and the earliest attainable text 

highly tentative and, indeed, largely obscure,” with the result that “the nature of New Testament 

textual transmission virtually precludes any ultimate identification of ‘earliest attainable’ with 

‘the original.’”17 Third is the argument that the “original text” should not be privileged over other 

textual forms; rather, we should employ textual criticism toward learning what the developing 

variants can tell us about the social world of early Christianity. Thus, Bart Ehrman states that the 

“exclusive concentration on the autographs is myopic, as it overlooks the value of variant forms 

of the text for historians interested in matters other than exegesis.”18  

Despite these concerns, I still seek the “original text,” although I do so with a nuanced 

understanding—preserving the traditional goal of textual criticism but recognizing our inability 

to reconstruct a text significantly earlier than our surviving manuscripts. The idea that there is no 

original text to be recovered is dealt with more exhaustively later in this study.19 Here in the 

introduction, I merely wish to establish that despite these challenges, this study will attempt to 

reconstruct the “original text” of the pericope. With a more nuanced understanding, I agree that 

we can never reconstruct the author’s text with exact precision. Nor do we have any tools to 

determine if we have succeeded in such a reconstruction. This conclusion holds for all ancient 

 
17 Eldon Jay Epp, “It’s All about Variants: A Variant Conscious Approach to New 

Testament Textual Criticism,” Harvard Theological Review 100.3 (2007): 275-308, especially p. 

287 and p. 294. 

 
18 Bart D. Ehrman, “The Text as Window: New Testament Manuscripts and the Social 

History of Early Christianity,” in Ehrman and Holmes, Text of the New Testament in 

Contemporary Research, 803. 

 
19 See section 3.1. titled “The Early Nature of the Initial Text.” 
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literature, including the Greek Classics. Yet, classicists have not concluded that the original 

words of the work are unimportant or should not be the goal of textual reconstruction, as have 

some textual critics. Hill and Kruger correctly ask, “Are we to think that an attempt to 

reconstruct the original word[s] of Tacitus, or Plato, or Thucydides is misguided? Or that it does 

not matter? ...It is doubtful that the scholars devoting their careers to recovering the original text 

of classical works would agree.”20 One might object that such a statement begs the question and 

that just because people spend careers seeking after the “original text,” such an endeavor is a 

futile quest. However, we must admit that at some point in time, the text was composed as a 

recognizable historical object, giving us a text for which to aim with our reconstructions. While 

we cannot equate our reconstructed “original text” with the author’s autograph text as though the 

two were completely identical, it is folly to abandon the goal of reconstructing the “original 

text.” For this reason, the language of Ausgangstext (“initial text”) is useful. The Ausgangstext is 

the text that gave birth to our current manifold witnesses.  

Gerd Mink, who coined the term “Ausgangstext,” intentionally left the word open to 

different referents (including the “author’s text,” “an edition of the author’s text,” and the 

“archetype of the tradition”), although the Editio Critica Maior (ECM) explains, “the simplest 

assumption may be that the initial text is a hypothesis for the author's text.”21 In other words, the 

 
20 Hill and Kruger, “Introduction,” 4. 

 
21 See Gerd Mink, “The Coherence-Based Genealogical Method, CBGM: Introductory 

Presentation” (Münster: INTF, 2009), 12-16. The presentation is available for download from the 

INTF website (https://www.uni-muenster.de/INTF/cbgm_presentation/download.html). See also 

the discussion in Tommy Wasserman and Peter J. Gurry, A New Approach to Textual Criticism: 

An Introduction to the Coherence-Based Genealogical Method; Resources for Biblical Study 

(Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature Press, 2017), 12; Peter J. Gurry, A Critical Examination 

of the Coherence-Based Genealogical Method; New Testament Textual Criticism, New 

Testament Tools, Studies, and Documents 55 (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 94. Mink also included the 

possibility of “more than one initial text.” 
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Ausgangstext is reasonably hypothesized to be a close approximation of the autograph. I will 

speak of the “initial text” throughout the dissertation to refer to a text that I think is substantially 

close to the author’s text. It is so close that, allowing for the fallible nature of our methods and 

evidence, we could refer to it as the “original text” with only slight imprecision. My preference 

for “initial text” over “original text” when arguing for what variants should be considered 

“original” is due both to a desire for greater precision in what we are actually accomplishing and 

a desire for epistemological humility. 

 

1.2. CHAPTER SUMMARIES 

 

 Following this introductory chapter, the second chapter reviews the parable’s reception, 

starting with the long history of allegorical interpretations that focus more on Christology and 

salvation-history in parables and less on the parable’s context. The survey of allegorical 

interpretations concludes that while allegory has a role in interpreting parables, the historical and 

literary context should restrain the allegory. The chapter then discusses how the print versions of 

the Greek New Testament reconstruct the parable from the earliest editions prepared by Erasmus 

and Francisco Ximénez de Cisneros in the first quarter of the 16th century to the current Nestle-

Aland, Society of Biblical Literature, and Tyndale House editions. This section discusses both 

the manuscript basis for each edition surveyed and the reasoning that led the editors to choose 

which version of the pericope to print. The chapter concludes by examining how interpreters 

across the centuries have understood Matthew’s parable, including the distinct meanings 

advanced by the different forms in the manuscript tradition. The chapter concludes by explaining 

how each of the three main options could be the initial text. 
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The third chapter begins by defending the notion that textual criticism’s primary goal 

should be reconstructing the initial text (understood as a close facsimile of the “original text”). 

The chapter starts by defending the notion that the initial text is a close approximation of the 

author’s text. Next, the chapter details and assesses text criticism’s traditional methodologies, 

including majority text theory, reasoned eclecticism, thoroughgoing eclecticism, and the 

documentary approach. It then details and evaluates the strengths and weaknesses of the 

coherence-based genealogical method (which includes pregenealogical coherence), a new 

method adopted by the Nestle-Aland edition that uses computer analysis to establish the 

relationships among manuscripts. While a helpful new tool, the coherence-based genealogical 

method should not replace the older methods but instead work in conjunction with them. The 

chapter concludes by discussing how this study will use various methodologies in its pursuit of 

the initial text.  

The fourth chapter seeks to determine how the parable fits into Matthew’s presentation of 

the high priests, scribes, elders, and Pharisees—and whether it would be appropriate to extend 

the presentation of these characters to the Jewish populace at large. If such an extension is 

warranted, then Vaticanus and Sinaiticus’s versions have additional credence. If it is not 

warranted, then these two versions must deal with additional suspicion. Matthew demonstrates a 

high regard for the Jewish tradition (biblical and post-biblical), yet we must determine whether 

this appreciation extends to the Jewish people as a whole or whether such sentiment is limited to 

Jewish followers of Jesus. While commentators across the centuries find this parable to express 

anti-Jewish views, how anti-Jewish it is varies with the manuscript variants. The consensus is 

that Bezae, which is marked by other anti-Jewish readings, expresses the most negative view by 

depicting the Jewish opponents as so obstinate that they attempt to defend verbal assent as 
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superior to actual obedience. Therefore, assessing the initial text requires assessing Matthew’s 

view of the Jewish opponents, including whether Matthew pictures the people as a whole as 

aligned with the opponents, with the disciples, or somewhere in between. The chapter concludes 

that Matthew holds a very positive view of Jesus’s Jewish disciples and a less positive (but still 

positive) view of the Jewish populace, with negative sentiment reserved for the Jewish 

opponents. With that perspective determined, we can better understand what versions of the 

parable Matthew would have been most likely (and least likely) to compose and to what extent 

allegory might be used to extend the critiques found in the pericope to other groups. The chapter 

concludes by establishing an interpretative rubric for examining how well the three major 

variants align with Matthew’s narrative.  

The fifth chapter introduces the character and reliability of Codex Sinaiticus. In seeking 

to establish Sinaiticus’s general quality, it looks at the occurrence of singular variants (i.e., 

readings supported by no other manuscript) and assesses the precision and skill of the scribe who 

produced the manuscript. The chapter then provides a detailed look at Sinaiticus’s version of the 

parable, including variants within Codex Sinaiticus itself. The chapter considers supporting 

external manuscript evidence, including an analysis of the variant’s pregenealogical coherence 

(an analysis of how well closely related manuscripts preserve a particular manuscript’s reading). 

The chapter then shifts from an examination of the external evidence to the variant’s internal 

evidence by considering the narrative logic inherent in Sinaiticus’s version and asks whether it 

tells a more intelligible story than Vaticanus or Bezae. Next, the chapter assesses whether any 

enhancements to Matthean themes (such as reversal) provided by Sinaiticus’s version are unique 

to Sinaiticus or if they work equally well with the other two versions. However, the chapter finds 

no unique enhancements. The chapter observes that Sinaiticus’s version is semi-susceptible to an 



13 
 

anti-Jewish allegorical interpretation that would be contrary to Matthew’s theological thinking in 

that it would reject the Jewish people as a whole. The chapter concludes by reviewing the 

evidence and determines that Sinaiticus’s version has merit as the potential initial text. 

The sixth chapter takes a similar approach to Vaticanus. The lower number of 

occurrences of singular variants within the manuscript indicates that Vaticanus is by far the best 

transcribed of the three manuscripts, indicating its quality as a textual witness. The chapter then 

provides the text of Vaticanus, along with providing supporting manuscript evidence; the 

analysis will show that the variant version in Vaticanus has a low level of pregenealogical 

coherence, demonstrated by this tradition’s difficulty in deciding on what word to use for the 

identification of the second son in 21:31. The chapter assesses and rejects the suggestion that 

there are two different textual traditions: one exemplified by Codex Vaticanus and the other by 

Codex Koridethi (which supports Vaticanus’s version but has some significant differences in 

wording) since both display the same sequence and susceptibility to allegorical interpretation. 

After discussing the external evidence for the variant, the chapter shifts to examining the internal 

evidence to determine how well Vaticanus’s version aligns with Matthean themes. The chapter 

concludes that Vaticanus’s version lacks superior internal logic compared to Sinaiticus or Bezae, 

nor does it enhance any Matthean themes (such as a suggested preference for the “new” over the 

“old”) separately from the other two versions. Moreover, the version is heavily susceptible to an 

anti-Jewish allegorical interpretation that would reject the Jewish people as a whole, which 

would be, in my view, contrary to Matthew’s thinking. The chapter concludes by determining 

that Vaticanus’s variant has no merit as the potential initial text. 

The seventh chapter, focused on Codex Bezae, starts by looking at the occurrence of the 

manuscript’s singular variants; it finds that, of the three manuscripts, Bezae’s scribe was the 
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freest in his transcription. The chapter then provides a detailed look at Bezae’s version of the 

parable, including variants within the manuscript itself. It also provides external manuscript 

evidence from linguistic traditions other than Greek that support Bezae’s reading and an analysis 

of the reading’s pregenealogical coherence. The analysis is inconclusive here because no other 

Greek manuscripts share Bezae’s reading, although patristic evidence and early translations 

suggest that Bezae’s reading is exceedingly old. 

Next, the chapter assesses the frequent text-critical claim that more difficult readings may 

have greater claims to originality. Bezae’s reading is not only difficult; it is often considered too 

difficult or nonsensical. The chapter examines interpretations that succeed in finding meaning in 

the Bezaean version. While Bezae’s version has relatively weak external evidence, it has strong 

internal evidence. Bezae’s version succeeds in enhancing Matthean themes and characterizations 

(such as the hardness of heart of the Jewish opponents as can be seen in Matthew 23) both in its 

immediate literary context of Jesus debating in the temple about authority and in the larger 

composition. Moreover, while Bezae is harsher towards the Jewish opponents, it is more resistant 

to an anti-Jewish allegorical interpretation than the other two versions since the interpretative 

focus of the pericope shifts to the answer given to Jesus’s question and away from the 

identification of the two sons. The chapter concludes by determining that Bezae’s narrative 

sequence—what each son said and did, along with the Jewish opponent’s response selecting the 

second son—could be the initial text. 

The eighth and final chapter, the dissertation’s conclusion, discusses what the 

pregenealogical coherence results can and cannot tell us about each of the variants. It then 

reviews each variant in order of least likely to be original to most likely. The study rejects 

Vaticanus’s reading as a viable option due to its weak coherence, its problematic manuscript 
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evidence, and its susceptibility to anti-Jewish allegorical interpretations. Sinaiticus has strong 

pregenealogical coherence and strong support from the manuscript tradition and, therefore, is a 

viable option for adoption. Bezae yields inconclusive results regarding pregenealogical 

coherence and mixed manuscript support but overwhelming internal support. This internal 

support, combined with the external support from early translations, leads to a proposed textual 

history demonstrating Bezae’s early adoption and later removal from the manuscript tradition. 

Contrary to the scholarly consensus, the study finds Bezae to be a viable option—perhaps an 

even more robust option than Sinaiticus. The chapter concludes with a complete reconstruction 

of the pericope. It expresses the hope that this study will lead to the complete rejection of 

Vaticanus’s reading and the elevation of Bezae’s to be an equally valid option alongside 

Sinaiticus.   
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CHAPTER 2 

 

INTERPRETATION HISTORY 

 

 All scholarly work builds on the work of others from past generations to contemporary 

authors. This chapter surveys relevant scholarly work by looking at three topics. First, it briefly 

examines the use of allegory for interpreting parables. While Jülicher’s study eliminated full 

allegories from parable interpretation, partial allegories—consistent with the narrative and 

historical context—retain support. For the Gospel of Matthew, the father and sons can refer to 

other individuals or groups within the broader narrative. The question becomes one of 

determining reasonable identifications given Matthew’s text. Second, this chapter surveys how 

editors and publishers of the Greek New Testament have addressed the parable’s textual variants. 

Third, it surveys interpretations of the parable, including arguments for particular versions as the 

initial text based on Matthew’s literary and historical context. The section includes patristic 

comments that help determine the parable's early form(s) and how such readers understood the 

parable. 

 

2.1. PARABLES, ALLEGORY, AND METHODOLOGY 

 

 In early parable interpretation, allegory was both common and often thorough. 

Epitomizing this approach is Augustine’s interpretation of the Parable of the Good Samaritan 

(Luke 10:25-37). In his Questions on the Gospels, Augustine identifies the traveling man as 

Adam (and by extension all of humanity), Jerusalem is heavenly peace, Jericho represents 
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mortality, the thieves are the devil and his angels, the man’s clothes represent his immortality, the 

priest and the Levite represent the “Old Testament,” the Samaritan is Christ, the work animal is 

the flesh of Christ’s incarnation, the inn is the Church, and the innkeeper is “the Apostle” (likely 

Paul).22 Such reading strips the parable of its literary context and turns it into an allegory for 

Christian salvation history. It minimizes, if not erases, the impact of the Samaritan being a 

Samaritan and so misses the message about neighbors and enemies. Such allegorical readings 

remained entrenched well into the nineteenth century.23 

 This approach changed dramatically in the second half of the nineteenth century with the 

work of Adolf Jülicher, who rejected allegory as a possible avenue for interpretation.24 For 

Jülicher, parables had only one point; for the Parable of the Two Sons, that one point was the 

 
22 Less developed versions can be found in earlier writings, such as Origen’s Homily #34 

on Luke and the discussion in Stephen L. Wailes, Medieval Allegories of Jesus’ Parables 

(Berkley: University of California Press, 1987), 209-214. Wailes observes that the parable was 

widely interpreted in light of “the ruin of the human race, the devil’s persecution, the inadequacy 

of the law, and Christ’s mercy” (210). 

 
23 For example, Richard Chenevix Trench, Notes on the Parables of Our Lord (New 

York: N. Tibbals and Sons, 1841), 37, states, “Again, we may observe that a correct 

interpretation, besides being thus in accordance with its context, must be so without any very 

violent means being necessary to bring it into such agreement, even as, generally, the 

interpretation must be easy—if not always easy to discover, yet, being discovered, easy. For it is 

here as with the laws of nature, the proleptic mind of genius may be needful to discover the law, 

but, being discovered, it throws back light on itself, and commends itself unto all.” Blomberg, 

Interpreting the Parables, 35, observes that Chrysostom, Aquinas, and Calvin sought 

unsuccessfully to staunch the flow of allegorical interpretation. 

 
24 Adolf Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden Jesu (Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1910), 1:61, states, 

“In spite of the authority of so many centuries, in spite of the greater authority of the evangelists, 

I cannot consider the parables of Jesus as allegories. Nothing less than everything speaks against 

it... Does it not simply follow that, for us, the parables... must be opaque? Or are we smarter, 

more receptive than Peter or John?” See discussion of Jülicher’s work in Blomberg, Interpreting 

the Parables, 36-40; Bernado Estrada, “A Century of Interpreting Parables: The Legacy of Adolf 

Jülicher,” Annales Theologici 6.1 (1992): 93-111; Klyne Snodgrass, Stories with Intent: A 

Comprehensive Guide to the Parables of Jesus, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2018), 5-7. 
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discrepancy between speech and deed.25 Jülicher determined that the parable was about living 

obediently rather than speaking obediently; he had no interest in who—if anyone—the parable’s 

characters might represent. While Jülicher successfully ended thoroughgoing allegorizing of the 

parables, subsequent scholarship recognizes that he went too far by insisting both on eradicating 

all allegorical readings and with his insistence that parables have only one main point.26 

The view that parables contain no allegory erred by equating the allegorical tradition with 

metaphor in general. An allegorical story contains symbols whose decoding leads to a hidden 

meaning. On the other hand, a metaphorical story compares objects or characters but is readily 

understood in its context. In the case of parable interpretation, an allegory potentially conceals a 

truth, while a metaphor functions to make meaning more understandable by making a 

comparison with a commonly understood practice or object. New Testament parables are 

consistent with earlier trends that can be found in the Hebrew Bible.27 Examples of Hebrew 

Bible parables that can be considered forerunners of Gospel parables include Jotham’s Parable of 

Trees, used to condemn the rule of Abimelek (Judges 9:1-21), and Nathan’s Parable of the Rich 

Man and the Ewe Lamb, used to indict David (2 Samuel 12:1-14). These examples provide clues 

as to how metaphor works in New Testament parables. In Jotham’s parable, the trees seeking a 

king represent the people of Shechem, and the thornbush—who accepts an offer of kingship—

 
25 Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden Jesu, 2:385. 

 
26 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 16, states, “Jülicher’s approach has been set aside”; 623 

n. 80 notes scholars who have abandoned Jülicher’s approach, including M. Boucher, C. 

Blomberg, D. Flusser, D. Stern, and R. Funk. 

 
27 Raymond E. Brown, “Parable and Allegory Reconsidered,” Novum Testamentum 5.1 

(1962): 36-45, especially pp. 37-38; Bernard Brandon Scott, Hear Then the Parable: A 

Commentary on the Parables of Jesus (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1989), 8-13; Brad H. Young, 

The Parables: Jewish Tradition and Christian Interpretation (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 

1998), 3-4. 
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represents Abimelek. The other trees lack corresponding referents; thus, searching for allegorical 

meaning in every detail is fruitless.28 Likewise, in Nathan’s parable, the rich man represents 

David—a fact Nathan confirms by telling David that he is the rich man in the story (2 Samuel 

12:7)—yet the other details do not have compelling allegorical equivalents.29 For example, the 

 
28 For discussion of how these earlier “parables” are not full allegories, see Daniel I. 

Block, Judges, Ruth: An Exegetical and Theological Exposition of Holy Scripture, The New 

American Commentary (Nashville: B&H Publishing Group, 1999), 314-321. Block states, 

“When rhetoricians employ illustrative stories, they do not generally insist that every element of 

the story be consistent with every element of the rest of the speech” (317). Susan Niditch, 

Judges: A Commentary, The Old Testament Library (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 

2011), 114-117, concludes that the parable has a simple point in which the details are not to be 

stressed. She writes, “The māšāl is a comment on the unworthiness of monarchs in general and 

of Abimelek in particular” (116). Jack M. Sasson, Judges 1-12: A New Translation with 

Introduction and Commentary, The Anchor Yale Bible Commentary (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2014), 381-387. Other scholars have attempted to identify characters in the 

parable as characters in Judges, yet even here, the details do not sufficiently align to suggest a 

one-to-one correspondence. Sasson identifies the trees seeking a king as a referent to the people 

of Shechem, the thornbush as Abimelek, and the plants that refused kingship as Gideon (Judges 

8:22-23). Yet the fact that Gideon would be parallel to three different plants suggests that the 

details of the story should not be pushed for allegorical comparisons. Klaas Spronk, Judges, 

Historical Commentary on the Old Testament (Leuven: Peeters, 2019), 274, observes that 

occasionally, the olive tree was interpreted as Othniel, the fig tree as Deborah, and the vine as 

Gideon. Yet this identification does not fit all the details of the parable, as Othniel and Deborah 

were never offered kingship, as was Gideon (Judges 8:22-23). 

 
29 Commentators rejecting a full allegorical interpretation of Nathan’s parable include 

Gwilym H. Jones, The Nathan Narratives, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 

Supplement Series, 80 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1990), 96-101. Jones insists that the 

“parable concentrates on one single point of comparison and does not seek to establish complete 

parallelism in which all the details become significant” (98). P. Kyle McCarter, Jr, II Samuel: A 

New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, Anchor Bible Commentary, volume 9 

(Garden City: Doubleday, 1984), 304-305. McCarter understands the rich man to represent 

David yet resists allegorizing the other figures. He argues that Nathan’s story is a “juridical 

parable” designed to evoke a response with the result that “judgment is elicited, and tension is 

resolved.” Jeremy Schipper, “Did David Overinterpret Nathan’s Parable in 2 Samuel 12:1-6,” 

Journal of Biblical Literature 126.2 (2007): 383-391, suggests that David might be interpreting 

the parable as speaking out against Joab. Schipper suggests that David understands the parable as 

follows: “The rich man (Joab) takes the ewe lamb (Uriah) from the poor man (Bathsheba) and 

slaughters it in order to please the traveler (David)” (388). Nathan rejects this interpretation in 2 

Samuel 12:7 by telling David that he is that man when David suggests that the rich man should 

die. 
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ewe lamb might suggest Uriah in that both are killed, yet the rich man takes the lamb as if it were 

his own lamb, which suggests an identification with Bathsheba. Moreover, the rich man’s visitors 

lack any clear allegorical referent. Therefore, Gospel parable forerunners demonstrate that while 

some characters or details might refer to characters or situations outside of the parable, not every 

element requires an external referent.  

 Craig Blomberg has suggested guidelines for properly restricting a parable’s allegorical 

elements.30 He concludes, “the primary details that disclose an allegorical level of meaning are 

the narratives’ principal characters, and the meanings ascribed to them must be the ones which 

the stories' original audience could have been expected to grasp in their historical settings.”31 

First, the focus on principal characters suggests that allegorical applications should not exceed 

the number of main characters. Second, to be credible, any allegorical interpretation in the 

reception history of the Parable of the Two Sons must, for the purposes of historical-critical 

exegesis, be recognizable to the original audience. For scholars interested in the historical Jesus, 

the original audience would have been the audience that heard Jesus speak the parable. For this 

study, the audience would be Matthew’s initial Greek readers and auditors in the late first-

century. While various scholars might phrase specific points slightly differently, the overall thrust 

of Blomberg’s guidelines are solid.32 

 
30 For his complete list of principles, see Blomberg, Interpreting the Parables, 192-194. 

 
31 Blomberg, Interpreting the Parables, 80. See 33-81 for the history and reasoning that 

led him to this conclusion.  

 
32 Arland J. Hultgren, The Parables of Jesus: A Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2000), 12-14. Hultgren similarly concludes, “The result of this discussion is that the interpreter 

should recognize allegorical elements wherever they exist and respect them. Moreover, more 

than one symbol can appear in a given parable. But, in the final analysis, the interpreter should 

not work under the assumption that there are hidden meanings within the text that can be brought 

out by allegorizing” (14). 
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The key to restricting the allegorical meaning adequately is to limit the allegory in light 

of the literary context provided by the frame (i.e., the narrative context surrounding the parable 

providing the setting, characters, and motivations for the parable). In other words, the frame 

identifies how the parable’s characters are to be related to individuals in the narrative. Matthew’s 

frame presents us with two groups—the Jewish opponents on the one hand and the Jewish tax 

collectors and prostitutes on the other. This conclusion is confirmed by 21:45 where the Jewish 

opponents understand that they are the subject of the parables contained in Matthew 21:28-46. 

Occasionally, it is necessary to look outside the immediate frame for a referent—as it is in this 

parable with the father since no character in the frame adequately corresponds to the father 

figure—but even in situations like this, Matthew’s broader narrative provides an allegorical key 

as Matthew repeatedly refers to God as father.33 Particularly relevant is the subset of these 

passages dealing with Matthew’s concern for doing the Heavenly father’s will (7:21; 12:50). 

Such father language in Matthew prepares us to read the father in a parable as God. Matthew’s 

immediate and broader literary contexts provide the intended allegorical referents—the father as 

God, and the Jewish opponents and Jewish “sinners” as the two sons. There is no reason to resort 

to the more extravagant allegories that would result in us reading the two sons as Jews and 

gentiles.  

Some scholars might identify the two sons as typology instead of allegory, but this does 

not change the interpretative calculus. If Matthew intended for the two sons to be types for Jews 

and gentiles, he would need to be able to count on readers to pick up on this fact. Here, this 

theory runs into the same problem that allegorical interpretation does; this typological 

 
33 See Matthew 5:16, 5:45, 5:48, 6:1, 6:4, 6:6, 6:8-9, 6:14-15, 6:18, 6:26, 6:32, 7:11, 7:21, 

10:20, 10:29, 10:32-33, 11:25-27, 12:50, 13:43, 15:13, 16:17, 16:27, 18:10, 18:14, 18:19, 18:35, 

20:23, 23:9, 24:36, 25:34, 26:29, 26:39, 26:42, 26:53, and 28:19. 
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interpretation ignores the context given by the pericope and is anachronistic. Since this 

interpretation would not be historically intelligible in Matthew’s setting, this identification of the 

two sons as representing Jews and gentiles fails regardless of whether it is typology or allegory. 

 

2.2. THE PARABLE’S HISTORY OF TEXTUAL RECONSTRUCTION 

 

Like the rest of the New Testament and like most other ancient literature, the text of the 

Parable of the Two Sons must be reconstructed from surviving manuscripts. The task is made 

difficult because of the limitations of material culture. Scribes wrote the earliest manuscripts on 

papyri, which does not preserve well given the elements and the passage of time.34 Later 

manuscripts started to be written on parchment, which proved more durable, although, like any 

material, they too were subject to the ravages of time. While these parchment texts are the 

earliest texts that are not highly fragmented, we are centuries removed from the initial text when 

parchment becomes a more commonly used material for New Testament manuscripts. Further, 

since scribes produced these manuscripts by hand, no two manuscripts are identical. Each 

manuscript of any considerable length would differ by at least a small degree from its exemplar. 

The adoption of the printing press in fifteenth-century Europe presented an opportunity to mass-

produce identical copies and so help to stabilize the textual tradition. Consequentially, printed 

editions of the Greek New Testament represent a turning point in the textual transmission 

process. This study will now examine how the editors of these print editions elected to preserve 

 
34 Papyri manuscripts survive better in environments that are both exceedingly hot and 

dry, such as certain regions in Egypt. However, even in such conditions, they still become highly 

fragmentary. 
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the Parable of the Two Sons and what reasons they might have had for printing their version of 

the pericope. 

The first two published Greek New Testaments were released by the Dutch Christian 

Humanist Erasmus of Rotterdam in 1516 and by the Spanish Cardinal Francisco Ximénez de 

Cisneros less than a decade later. Erasmus’s text was titled the Novum Instrumentum Omne, 

while Francisco Ximénez de Cisneros’s text was known as the Complutensian Polyglot.35 Both 

editions accept the version found in Codex Sinaiticus in which the first son says “No” but does 

the work, the second son says “Yes” but does not do the work, and the audience responds that it 

was the first son who did the father’s will. While Sinaiticus was unknown to these scholars, it 

shares its version of the parable with the Byzantine textual tradition, which formed the majority 

of known manuscripts of the time.36 It is no surprise that these editions print the version of the 

parable they do, given their reliance on the Byzantine-Majority textual tradition. Moreover, both 

editions also include the Latin text of the Vulgate, which aligns with the readings found in their 

Greek manuscripts. 

After Erasmus published Novum Instrumentum Omne, many later editions republished his 

text with only minute changes. Among these editions are the ones prepared by the French 

 
35 See Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 3-6; and J. Harold Greenlee, 

Introduction to New Testament Textual Criticism, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 

1995), 62-64; Bruce M. Metzger and Bart D. Ehrman, The Text of the New Testament: Its 

Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, 4th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 

137-149. 

 
36 The third edition of the Novum Instrumentum Omne can be found at the University of 

Cambridge Digital Library (https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/PR-C-00002-00009/1). Image 122 

shows Erasmus’s reconstruction of the Greek and Latin text of the pericope. The Complutensian 

Polyglot can be found at the Library of Congress website (https://www.loc.gov/item/2021666 

855/). Image 50 of Volume 4 shows Ximénez’s textual reconstruction of the Greek and Latin text 

of the Parable of the Two Sons. 
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Protestant printer Robert Estienne (Stephanus) and the Dutch Elzevir family under the guidance 

of Bonaventure and Abraham.37 Stephanus’s fourth edition introduced verse numbers, while the 

third had a rudimentary apparatus that recorded variants found in the Complutensian Polyglot, 

Codex Bezae, and a handful of other Greek manuscripts. The Elzevirs’ edition gives us the 

famous quote: “Textum ergo habes, nunc ab omnibus receptum: in quo nihil immutatum aut 

corruptum damus”—(“You have therefore the text which is now received by all, in which we 

give nothing changed or corrupted”)—from which derives the name “Textus Receptus,” the title 

used to describe Erasmus’s edition and the subsequent publications based almost exclusively on 

his work. As would be expected, given their dependence on Erasmus’s work and the support of 

the Byzantine tradition and the Vulgate, Stephanus and the Elzevirs reproduced the same version 

of the parable.38  

The Textus Receptus continued to dominate as the accepted form of the Greek New 

Testament over the next few centuries. The nineteenth century witnessed the printing of several 

Greek New Testaments that rejected the Textus Receptus as the most accurate form of the text 

due to a growing awareness of earlier manuscripts with different readings. These new editions 

sought to provide fresh reconstructions of the Greek New Testament. German philologist Karl 

Lachmann published the first of these in 1831 under the title of Novum Testamentum Graece.39 

 
37 For a discussion of these editions, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 4-

6; Greenlee, Introduction to New Testament Textual Criticism, 64-65; Metzger and Ehrman, Text 

of the New Testament, 149-152.  

 
38 Stephanus’s 1550 Greek New Testament can be found at the Center for the Study of 

New Testament Manuscripts (https://printedbooks.csntm.org/PrintedBook/Group/Robertus 

StephanusNovumTestamentum1550). The pericope is on pp. 39-40. 

 
39 For a discussion of Lachmann and his editions, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New 

Testament, 11; Greenlee, Introduction to New Testament Textual Criticism, 69; Metzger and 

Ehrman, Text of the New Testament, 170-171. 
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Lachmann’s work lacks an apparatus, and his first edition also lacks an explanation of his 

methodology—later editions corrected this second oversight. Concerning Matthew 21:28-32, 

Lachmann is the first to publish Bezae’s version of the parable in which the approved son is the 

one who says “Yes” but does no work.40 It is difficult to say for sure what led to Lachmann’s 

conclusion, but as he sought to reproduce an earlier text than that of the Byzantine tradition, the 

support of the Old Latin and the Greek Western New Testament manuscript traditions coupled 

with the fact that Bezae offers the lectio difficilior, likely influenced his thinking. 

English Protestant Samuel Prideaux Tregelles published his Greek New Testament in 

1857-1872. His work is often overshadowed by the Greek New Testaments that Lachmann and 

Tischendorf produced during the same period.41 Unlike Lachmann, Tregelles included extensive 

footnotes on his text and its interpretation, including both notations regarding manuscript support 

and Patristic quotations attempting to make sense of the text.42 Like Lachmann, he also accepted 

Codex Bezae’s version and presumably did so for similar reasons.43 Tregelles’s text was 

succeeded by that of German Constantin von Tischendorf, who in 1869-1872 published his 

 
40 The text of Lachmann’s Novum Testamentum Graece can be found at the Internet 

Archive (https://archive.org/details/novumtestamentum00vari/mode/). The pericope is on p. 41. 

 
41 For a brief discussion of Tregelles and his work, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New 

Testament, 19; Greenlee, Introduction to New Testament Textual Criticism, 69; Metzger and 

Ehrman, Text of the New Testament, 173-174. 

 
42 These footnotes include both notations regarding manuscript support as well as 

Patristic quotations attempting to make sense of the text. Tregelles also adds the assessment that 

Jerome typically followed the best manuscripts but, in this pericope, abandoned those 

manuscripts to embrace the traditional “true” reading (“Hieronumus ipse in versione codices 

secutus est qui legunt υστερος, etsi hie ad alios quous veros vocat confugit”). 

 
43 Tregelles’s Greek New Testament can be found at the Center for the Study of New 

Testament Manuscripts (https://printedbooks.csntm.org/PrintedBook/Group/TregellesGreek 

NewTestament). The pericope is pp. 81-82. 
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landmark Editio Octava Critica Maior.44 Tischendorf relied heavily on his discovery of Codex 

Sinaiticus, which he found—either rescuing or stealing under the pretense of borrowing—at 

Saint Catherine's Monastery on the Sinai peninsula. Subsequent scholars have criticized his 

reconstruction for placing too much emphasis on Sinaiticus.45 It is no surprise then that 

Tischendorf accepts Sinaiticus’s version of the parable (first son, who says no but then does the 

work, is approved) as the manuscript was his prized discovery. Because the reading of this 

passage is also supported by Byzantine tradition, Tischendorf’s reconstruction of the parable and 

frame is in agreement with the Textus Receptus.46 

In 1881, after nearly three full decades of work, Anglicans Brooke Foss Westcott and 

Fenton John Anthony Hort published The New Testament in the Original Greek, commonly 

called the Westcott-Hort edition (WH).47 This edition, at least for scholarly matters, laid to rest 

the Textus Receptus. Westcott and Hort attempted to solve text-critical problems by starting with 

the internal evidence (considerations based on context, style, difficulty, harmonization, and 

scribal tendencies) to determine the general reliability of each manuscript. Only then should 

additional credence be given to all the readings found in those manuscripts deemed reliable 

 
44 For discussion of Tischendorf and his editions, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New 

Testament, 11-14; Greenlee, Introduction to New Testament Textual Criticism, 69-70; Metzger 

and Ehrman, Text of the New Testament, 172-173. 

 
45 Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 13-14; Metzger and Ehrman, Text of the 

New Testament, 173. 

 
46 Tischendorf’s Novum Testamentum Graece Editio Octava Critica Maior Volume 1 

(which contains the Gospels) can be found at the Internet Archive (https://archive.org/details/ 

novumtestamentum00vari/mode/). The pericope is on pp. 135-137. 

 
47 For a discussion of Westcott and Hort, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 

14-19; Greenlee, Introduction to New Testament Textual Criticism, 72-75; Metzger and Ehrman, 

Text of the New Testament, 174-183. 
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based on the internal evidence. For Westcott and Hort, “KNOWLEDGE OF DOCUMENTS 

SHOULD PRECEDE FINAL JUDGEMENT UPON READINGS.”48 This axiom led them to 

place tremendous trust in what they called the “Neutral Text,” which they believed, based on 

internal evidence, to be the most pristine version of the text. Wescott and Hort found this 

“Neutral Text” reflected in Codex Sinaiticus and, even more so, in Codex Vaticanus. While their 

approach has been considerably revised—especially their belief in a “Neutral Text”—modern 

methodologies and critical editions are indebted to their work.  

Westcott and Hort published the version of the parable found in Codex Vaticanus.49 In 

this version, the first son now says “Yes” but does no work, the second son says “No” but does 

the work, and the response is that the second son did the father’s will. Westcott and Hort argue 

that Bezae has the best reading when considering transcriptional evidence (how a scribe would 

be tempted to adjust the reading), but they dismiss the reading as too difficult. They favor 

Vaticanus over Sinaiticus since they find that the manuscripts supporting Vaticanus’s reading are 

“of the far higher authority,” given their belief in the “Neutral Text.”50 

The standard modern edition of the Greek New Testament is the Nestle-Aland edition. 

This series begins with a Greek New Testament published in 1898 by German Eberhard Nestle.51 

 
48 Brooke Foss Westcott and Fenton John Anthony Hort, eds, The New Testament in the 

Original Greek, Volume 2—Introduction and Appendix (London: Macmillan and Company, 

1894), 31 in Introduction. Capitalization is found in original quote. 

 
49 Westcott and Hort’s New Testament in the Original Greek, Volume 1 (containing the 

entire New Testament), can be found at the HathiTrust Digital Library (https://babel.hathitrust 

.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.ah5i4g&seq=7). The pericope is on p. 50. 

 
50 Westcott and Hort, New Testament in the Original Greek, Volume 2, 15-17 in 

Appendix. 

 
51 For a history of the Nestle-Aland publication, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New 

Testament, 19-22 and 30-36; Greenlee, Introduction to New Testament Textual Criticism, 89-90; 
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In his early editions, Eberhard Nestle established his text by comparing previously published 

editions of the Greek New Testament instead of working from the basis of manuscripts. In 

particular, he favored the editions of Tischendorf and Westcott-Hort and accepted the reading 

that had the must support from the editions he consulted. Kurt Aland later took over the 

responsibility of the text, with the publication becoming known as the Nestle-Aland (NA). As 

Aland was also involved in preparing the United Bible Societies Greek New Testament (UBS-

GNT), intended for Bible translation, whereas the NA editors designed it for scholars more 

generally, the scholars behind the two editions decided to have the two editions present the same 

text. The difference between the two editions is mainly found in their respective apparatuses. The 

UBS edition lists only variants that affect the translation of the passage. As a result, it has fewer 

variants and can give much more manuscript evidence for each reading. The NA gives a much 

more extensive selection of variants in its apparatus. As a result, it can only provide a few 

manuscript references for each reading.  

Earlier editions of the Nestle text agreed with Westcott-Hort regarding the Parable of the 

Two Sons, and so followed Vaticanus’s version. This decision changed in 1979 with the 26th 

edition of the Nestle-Aland, in which the editors now favored the version found in Codex 

Sinaiticus and the Byzantine Majority text.52 The Alands insist that after properly weighing both 

internal and external evidence while adopting a reasoned eclecticism methodology (such as 

Aland’s local-genealogical method), “only type I [the version found in Sinaiticus] could have 

 

Metzger and Ehrman, Text of the New Testament, 190-191, with additional information on the 

UBS-GNT on pp. 192-194. 

 
52 David Holly, Comparative Studies in Recent Greek New Testament Texts: Nestle-

Aland’s 25th and 26th Editions, Subsidia Biblica, Number 7 (Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 

1983), 6-7. 
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been the first stage in the developing sequence.”53 They reach this conclusion based on the 

weight of the external evidence and by considering the internal evidence, particularly intrinsic 

probability (an assessment of what the author was likely to write based on the author’s style, 

theology, and literary considerations). They reason that since the father asked the second son, the 

first son must have declined his father’s request. Thus, they favor the version of Sinaiticus over 

Vaticanus. Others have echoed their logic, including other committee members involved in the 

production of the NA and UBS, such as Bruce Metzger.54 Indeed, whether one agrees with the 

reasoning of the Alands and Metzger or not, Sinaiticus’s version remains dominant in 

scholarship; it is the printed text in not only the NA/UBS GNTs but is also favored by Michael 

Holmes’s Society of Biblical Literature Greek New Testament (2010) and Dirk Jongkind’s 

Tyndale House Greek New Testament (2017).55  

 

2.3. INTERPRETATION OF THE PARABLE: ANCIENT AND MODERN 

 

As this following survey of primarily (but not exclusively) Western thinkers will 

demonstrate, the Parable of the Two Sons has been predominantly read through an allegorical 

lens from the patristic period up to modern times in the West. Irenaeus (c. 130-202) endorses 

 
53 Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 316. 

 
54 Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 312-316; Metzger, Textual Commentary 

on the Greek New Testament, 55-57. 

 
55 The text of Matthew 21:28-32 as reconstructed by the Society of Biblical Literature 

Greek New Testament (https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matthew%2021%3A28-

32&version=SBLGNT) and the Tyndale House Greek New Testament (https://www.biblegateway 

.com/passage/?search=matthew%2021%3A28-32&version=THGNT) can be found at Bible 

Gateway. 
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such an understanding by treating the Two Sons as part of a sequence of parables with an 

overarching theme made evident by allegorical interpretation of these parables: moving from the 

Mosaic covenant to the new covenant, from Israel to the Church.56 While he is sometimes cited 

as supporting Sinaiticus’s form (such as in the UBS-GNT 3rd edition), it is more accurate to state 

that he supports the parable proper as recorded in both Sinaiticus and Bezae as he does not 

explicitly mention how the audience answered Jesus’s question. By parable proper, I am referring 

to the self-contained story. For our pericope, the parable proper starts in 21:28, where Jesus 

begins his story about the father and two sons, and it ends with the second son's action (or lack 

thereof) in 21:30. The frame for this parable consists of the discussion in 21:31-32 regarding 

which son honored his father. Another part of the parable’s frame, further removed from the 

parable, consists of the Temple setting and the antagonistic atmosphere recorded in 21:23, in 

which Jesus and his opponents debate the origin of John’s baptism. Matthew 21:31-32 identifies 

the opponents as the chief priests and elders. Matthew 21:45-46 offers another description of 

Jesus’s opponents, this time as chief priests and Pharisees. The frame concludes with the note 

that these opponents sought to arrest Jesus. Recognizing the frame of the parable is essential 

because the frame restricts the parable’s allegory to specific groups and so restricts the possible 

identifications to figures in the narrative world. 

 
56 Denis Minns, “The Parable of the Two Sons (Matthew 21:28-32) in Irenaeus and 

Codex Bezae,” in Sara Parvis and Paul Foster (eds.), Irenaeus: Life, Scripture, Legacy 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2012), 56-58. This sequence of parables is addressed in his Against 

Heresies IV.36.1-8 and IV.40.2-41.1 and contains the Tenants (Matthew 21:33-35), the Wedding 

Banquet (Matthew 22:1-14), the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32), the Workers in the Vineyard 

(Matthew 20:1-16), the Pharisee and the Tax Collector (Luke 18:9-14), the Two Sons (Matthew 

21:28-32), the Barren Fig Tree (Luke 13:6-9), and the Weeds (Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43). 
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Denis Minns makes a robust case that Irenaeus knew Bezae's version.57 Minns observes 

that Irenaeus’s sympathies rest with the second son; Irenaeus states that the first son, who said 

“No” but did complete the work, repented too late. On the other hand, Irenaeus suggests that the 

second son desired to do the work but failed due to the weakness of the human will. Based on 

Irenaeus’s understanding of how each son behaved, the parable could be the version found in 

Sinaiticus or Bezae. However, the fact that Irenaeus justifies the second son’s failure as a 

weakness to carry out his own will, using language reminiscent of Romans 7 and Matthew 26:41, 

suggests that his version approved the second son as the one who pleased his father. If this 

conclusion is correct, Irenaeus knew the parable in the form found in Bezae. 

Origen (c. 185-253) further exemplifies this allegorical trend in the patristic interpretation 

of the parable. In his Commentary on Matthew (17.4-5), he allegorically understands one son, 

who said “yes” but did no work, as representing “Israel’s faithlessness towards God” and the 

other, who said “no” but then did the work as “the people from the nations who would believe.” 

Jerome (c. 342-420) advances this allegory in Book III of his Commentary on Matthew (21:28-

32) by arguing that the first son represents the gentiles who reject natural law but later follow the 

teachings of Christ, whereas the second son represents the Jews who received God’s instructions 

on Sinai but were not obedient. 

Jerome’s allegorical reading dominated throughout the Western church during the 

medieval period. However, Jerome also accepted a reading of the parable in its literary context 

(at least in a thematic sense), in which the son who said “no” but did the work represents sinners 

who repented and the son who said “yes” but did no work represents the self-righteous who did 

 
57 Minns, “Parable of the Two Sons in Irenaeus and Codex Bezae,” 55-63. 
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not.58 Ephrem the Syrian (306-373) breaks with the trend by interpreting the pericope based 

strictly on the literary context of Matthew 21 and does not engage in the allegory seen in these 

other early authors. His commentary indicates that he knows the pericope in the form found in 

Vaticanus.59 Hilary of Poitiers (310-367), apparently like Irenaeus, knew the parable in its 

Bezaean form. He struggles to make sense of the sequence, but despite the difficulty, he still tries 

to make the parable about “Israel” and the “people of the pagans.”60 While not universal, we see 

two dominant themes in these patristic authors. First, they interpret the parable allegorically. 

Second, their allegory understands the parable as promoting gentiles (Christians) over Jews.  

These two dominant themes continued into the Middle Ages in Western Christianity. 

Rabanus Maurus (780-856) understood the son who failed to work as representing the Jews who 

do “not grasp the way of Justice, that being Christ,” and the son who did perform the work as the 

gentiles who, because of their belief “migrated to the kingdom of God” (Commentariorum in 

 
58 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 270; Wailes, Medieval Allegories of Jesus’ Parables, 

144-147, observes: “Medieval discussion of this parable is relatively succinct, which may be 

accounted for by its lack of narrative detail, the interpretative comments of Jesus in verses 31-32, 

and the attractiveness of the allegory offered by Origen and Jerome” (147). 

 
59 Ephrem the Syrian, Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron, translated by Carmel 

McCarthy, Journal of Semitic Studies, Supplement 2 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 

252. Ephrem’s commentary survives in an Armenian translation and in Syriac (the original 

language of his commentary and of the Diatessaron). McCarthy’s translation is based on the 

Syriac version as recorded in Chester Beatty Syriac Manuscript 709, dated to approximately 500. 

 
60 Hilary of Poitiers, Commentary on Matthew, translated by D. H. Williams, The Fathers 

of the Church, volume 125 (Washington, D. C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2012), 

225-228. Hilary, like Jerome, also recognizes the more immediate literary context and states the 

two sons are also illustrative of the “Pharisees” and the “crowd of publicans and sinners.” In 

attempting to make sense of the given answer, he writes, “The reason for their response is not 

clarified such that a feigned agreement could be regarded as a profession of the whole truth. It 

would be better to betray a promise made rather than to fulfill all [the terms] without a promise. 

For who does not prefer to deny himself of what he asks for, especially if he is going to receive 

it? It is better than when what is promised is not given” (226). 
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Matthaeum). Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) quoted approvingly many of the interpretations 

already discussed, including those of Origen, Jerome, Rabanus Maurus, and others offering a 

similar interpretation (such as Pseudo-Chrysostom).61 The result is that Aquinas further cements 

the allegorical replacement-theological reading into the history of interpretation.  

Reformation thinkers largely continued this trend. Martin Luther (1483-1546) views the 

son who fails to work as the Jews and the son who does work as the gentiles (Christians). Luther 

writes that “the proud had always gone about with this name, ‘people of God,’ despising the 

gentiles and killing all the prophets [23:37] who said otherwise.”62 For him, the text is clear and 

has nothing positive to say about the Jews. On the other hand, John Calvin (1509-1564) takes a 

more literal approach to the text by focusing on the parable’s setting and context. He restricts one 

son to the Jewish opponents and the other to the tax collectors and prostitutes. For Calvin, the 

“object of the parable” is that “Christ prefers to the scribes and priests those who were generally 

accounted infamous and held in detestation; for he unmasks those hypocrites, that they may no 

longer boast of being ministers of God, or hold out a pretended zeal for godliness.”63 Unlike 

Luther, Calvin does not see a rejection of the Jews in this pericope. Luther’s interpretation, 

 
61 Thomas Aquinas, ed., Commentary on the Four Gospels Collected Out of the Works of 

the Fathers, translated by J. H. Parker (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1845): 724-727. 

Aquinas does preserve the observation that, strictly speaking, the pericope references the Jewish 

opponents on the one hand and the tax collectors and prostitutes on the other. Yet, this 

observation is overwhelmed by the number of voices reading the pericope as speaking about 

Jews and gentiles. 

 
62 Martin Luther, Sermons on the Gospel of St. Matthew: Chapters 19-24, volume 68 of 

Luther’s Works, edited by Benjamin T. G. Mayes (Saint Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 

2014), 110-112, quotation from p. 110. 

 
63 John Calvin, Harmony of the Evangelists: Matthew, Mark, and Luke, volume third, 

translated by William Pringle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956), 24-26, quotation from p. 24.  
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making use of replacement theology, dominated before the Reformation and continued to 

dominate afterward. 

Modern interpreters have argued for all three variant readings, while others have 

suggested that resolving the textual confusion is of minor importance. Julius Wellhausen argued 

in 1904 that Bezae’s version is the initial form, accepting that the first son must have said “No” 

for the father to ask the second son. He concludes that the answer to the question of which son 

did the father’s will must have been given as “the latter” (“ὁ υστερος”) or some similar 

expression. This reading led scribes to attempt to remove the seeming contradiction of the 

approved son being the one who did no work.64 He accepts Jerome’s reasoning that perhaps 

Jesus’s conversation partners were intentionally answering incorrectly in an attempt to short-

circuit Jesus’s point.65 While Wellhausen thinks the audience gave an obviously incorrect answer, 

J. Alexander Findlay wrote in 1950 that he thinks the audience’s answer might have been 

defensible in ancient Mediterranean society.66 He observes that when a missionary told this 

parable to a group of Palestinians, they unanimously answered that the son who said “Yes” but 

did not do the work is the son who showed his father the most honor. They reasoned that a day 

spent laboring in the vineyard is insignificant compared to shunning one’s father face to face. 

Given Matthean themes and theology (such as the importance of obedience over words), actual 

obedience is preferable to verbal claims of obedience when the choice is limited to these two 

options, as in the parable. 

 
64 Julius Wellhausen, Das Evangelium Matthaei: Übersetzt und Erklärt (Berlin: Georg 

Reimer, 1904), 106-108. 

 
65 Wellhausen, Das Evangelium Matthaei, 107.  

 
66 James Alexander Findlay, Jesus and His Parables (London: Epworth, 1950), 53-54. 
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Nevertheless, if Findlay is correct, the answer may not have been as clear-cut in ancient 

societies. The advantage of Wellhausen and Findlay’s arguments is that they appeal to sources—

Jerome and the group of Palestinians—who are more in touch with the ancient Mediterranean 

culture and modern cultures that share a focus on honor, than are modern Western scholars. If 

these sources find Bezae’s reading intelligible, it should give us caution in labeling the reading as 

“too difficult” or “nonsensical.” At the same time, however, we must be cautious of assuming 

that all ancient cultures were the same and that cultures today are the same as those from the 

past. 

J. Ramsey Michaels argued in 1968 for Bezae’s reading but reinterpreted the parable so 

that the audience gave the correct answer without resorting to alternative views regarding 

whether public obedience and private disobedience is better than public disobedience and private 

obedience.67 Michaels argues that in this pericope (21:28-32), interpreters should understand 

ἀπέρχομαι (21:29, 30) as describing the son as moving away from the vineyard as opposed to the 

commonly accepted understanding, which sees the direction of the son’s movement as towards 

the vineyard. Likewise, he suggests that readers should understand the first son’s μεταμέλομαι 

(21:29, 32) not as true repentance but as “futile regret.” These shifts of meaning present a parable 

in which the first son declines his father’s request and later goes away full of regret. Meanwhile, 

the second son accepts his father’s request and does not depart from his work in the vineyard but 

brings the work to completion. In such a reconstruction, the answer that it was the second son 

who did the will of the father is indeed the correct one, as the parable has lost its contrast 

between word and deed, having instead become a parable about the futility of regret that does not 

 
67 J. Ramsey Michaels, “The Parable of the Regretful Son,” Harvard Theological Review 

61.1 (1968): 15-26. 
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lead to true repentance. While his reading results in a parable that is intelligible to both ancient 

Mediterranean and modern Western cultures, it suffers from requiring a unique understanding of 

specific terms and requires a set of variants not found together in any manuscript. 

J. Duncan M. Derrett argued in 1971 that Vaticanus’s version makes the most sense 

psychologically and sociologically in its first-century setting.68 He understands the second son as 

younger and suggests that younger sons are more likely to be rebellious, so his refusal is 

expected. He sees the first son as responding in an appropriately deferential way, as is 

stereotypical of older sons, and the second son as demonstrating his independence in refusing. 

Ultimately, he sees the second son as carrying out the work and as recognizing that his need for 

his father’s support is greater than his older brother, who, according to Derrett, would be the 

primary inheritor of the estate. Derrett also observes that Vaticanus’s order better aligns with the 

following application, as the chief priests and elders should be parallel to the ultimately 

disobedient son, who should appear first in the narrative sequence. Yet Derrett’s reading is held 

back by unproven assumptions, such as asserting that the parable refers to an older and younger 

son. Even more problematic are the psychological stereotypes of these roles, which are not 

developed in his argument. There is also the problem of assuming how inheritance would be 

handled among sustenance (or near-sustenance) laborers. 

Mary Ann Tolbert wrote in 1979 that she finds the solution to the textual problem in the 

intersection of the literary structure of the parable and the manuscript tradition.69 Tolbert 

identifies this parable as belonging to a subset of parables known as the “parallel plot type.” She 

 
68 J. Duncan M. Derrett, "The Parable of the Two Sons,” Studia Theologica 25.2 (1971): 

109-116. 

 
69 Mary Ann Tolbert, Perspectives on the Parables: An Approach to Multiple 

Interpretations (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979), 74-78, 130. 
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argues on structural grounds that the center of the parable (21:29)—as defined by an alternating 

pattern of narrated discourse and direct discourse—represents a shift, but this focus on the 

repentance of the son who said “No” is only valid if the first son is the one who initially refused 

to work but ultimately obeyed. Therefore, she favors Sinaiticus's version of the parable. The 

same argument could be made in favor of Bezae, as she only treats the parable in its narrowest 

sense, excluding the parable's frame. However, since she relies on both the textual evidence and 

literary structure, she dismisses Vaticanus's reading due to both the textual evidence and 

structural insights described above and Bezae's reading due to the textual evidence. Daniel Patte 

stated in 1987 that he agrees with Tolbert and cites her analysis regarding the structure of the 

parable. Therefore, he agrees that Sinaiticus must be the “original form of the parable (i.e., the 

parable apart from the context of Matthew’s Gospel).” However, he argues that Matthew’s 

composition used the form found in Vaticanus to align better with the “semantic and discursive 

organization of the context.”70 Patte’s argument fails to distinguish between the forms of 

Sinaiticus and Bezae for the parable proper and fails sufficiently to explain why we should 

expect a difference between the form of the parable in oral tradition and the form composed by 

Matthew. 

Bernard Scott, like Findlay, suggested in 1989 that the answer to the question posed at the 

parable's end is unclear as it raises a question of which is of greater importance in an honor-

based agricultural society.71 Scott suggests that the interaction between the father and the sons 

occurred in public (a questionable assumption as the parable does not state this fact). However, if 

 
70 Daniel Patte, The Gospel According to Matthew: A Structural Commentary on 

Matthew’s Faith (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987), 305. 

 
71 Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 80-85. 
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we grant that interpretation, then one son publicly honored his father and privately shamed him; 

the other son publicly shamed but privately honored his father as the request is pictured as 

occurring in a public setting but the work in a private setting. Scott is correct that, in such a 

situation, Matthew favors the son who has publicly shamed but privately honored his father, yet 

Scott finds that for a first-century Mediterranean audience, the choice is more complicated. In 

such a setting, it would be reasonable for the father to prefer the son who publicly honored him. 

Scott contends that the parable “provokes” a response but does not demand one. As such, he sees 

the textual variants as originating from the implied question of which response is better for the 

father—“In the parable of the two sons, the audience and father must choose, and there is no 

obvious logic for the decision. Both sons have brought shame and honor on the family. The 

textual tradition preserves both answers.”72 Scott does much to explain why the tradition is 

confused but provides little light on the initial form of the tradition. 

Jan Lambrecht wrote in 1992 that he favors Vaticanus’s version primarily based on the 

external evidence: “The difference is in who is mentioned first, the son who says ‘I go” or the 

son who says ‘I will not.’ The witnesses which give precedence to the one who says yes (but 

afterwards does not execute the task) are, text critically speaking, of a somewhat better value.”73 

Yet Lambrecht is unconvincing as he overvalues the importance of Vaticanus and overlooks the 

significance of the variations found in the supporting manuscripts (for example, when the crowd 

answers that the second son honored his father in 21:31 but cannot agree whether to identify this 

son as ὁ δευτερος [the second], ὁ υστερος [the latter], or ὁ ἔσχατος [the last]). He dismisses 

 
72 Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 84-85. 

 
73 Lambrecht, Out of the Treasure, 93-94. While he favors “a text which puts the ‘yes-

sayer’ first,” he adds “that the alternative choice would make little difference with regard to 

content.” 
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Bezae as a plausible reading, but otherwise, he does not think it overly important whether one 

accepts Vaticanus’s reading, as he does, or Sinaiticus’s reading.  

Like Lambrecht and Scott, Wendell Langley is not overly concerned about the initial 

form of the parable. He argued in 1996 that the parable functions as qal wâhômer to charge 

Jesus’s opponents with incomplete obedience.74 He observes that each son is partly obedient and 

partly disobedient. Matthew’s parable offers no option to choose a fully obedient or fully 

disobedient son. Thus, whatever answer Jesus’s opponents give, Jesus can reply that if that is the 

case, how much more disobedient is the one who both declines his father’s request and fails to 

perform the work. In Langley’s view, the textual variants exist since it is possible to identify each 

son as the one who honored his father because both answers are viable responses to the question. 

For Langley, the textual confusion does not affect the parable's point. Regardless of whether 

Vaticanus, Sinaiticus, or Bezae is accepted, Jesus can charge his opponents with greater 

disobedience.75 

Paul Foster wrote in 2001 that Vaticanus reflects Matthew’s version of the parable, but 

Sinaiticus may reflect an earlier version.76 He proposes that Matthew altered an earlier form of 

the parable to “better suit his salvation history scheme” and placed it here in his gospel to create 

 
74 Wendell E. Langley, “The Parable of the Two Sons (Matthew 21:28-32) Against Its 

Semitic and Rabbinic Backdrop,” The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 58.2 (1996): 228-243. 

 
75 Langley, “Parable of the Two Sons Against Its Semitic and Rabbinic Backdrop,” 243. 

Langley concludes that “it makes no difference whether the first son comes first or second: 

tradition B's yes/no, no/yes pattern serves equally well as tradition A's no/yes, yes/no pattern in 

pointing toward a no/no conclusion.” Even if one accepts Bezae’s reading, he still argues that the 

same conclusion holds true. 

 
76 Paul Foster, “A Tale of Two Sons: But Which One Did the Far, Far Better Thing? A 

Study of Matthew 21:28-32,” New Testament Studies 47.1 (2001): 26-37. 
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“a triadic sequence of parables that all speak of Jewish leadership being supplanted by those who 

respond favorably to Jesus’s message” consisting of the Two Sons, the Tenants, and the Wedding 

Banquet (21:28-22:14).77 He suggests that the pre-Matthean version remained in the oral 

tradition and was preserved in the Sinaiticus and the Byzantine textual tradition. He thus agrees 

with Patte but provides a more detailed explanation of how Matthews’s composition decision 

resulted in the textual confusion of the manuscript tradition. 

Wesley Olmstead, in 2003, likewise argued for Vaticanus’s reading based on literary 

themes and context but also considered typical parable structures.78 Regarding parable structures, 

he follows W. M. MacGregor, who in 1927 observed that in gospel parables, ostensibly more 

respectable characters give way to characters who should be less respectable but who are actually 

the parable's protagonists.79 Olmstead furthers this observation by arguing that Vaticanus’s 

reading increases the synergy among The Parable of the Two Sons (21:28-32), The Parable of the 

Tenants (21:33-46), and The Parable of the Wedding Banquet (22:1-14) because “all three 

parables [would] announce the replacement of the unfaithful with a scandalous cast that 

nevertheless yields to the man’s wishes (21.31b–32, cf. 21.41, 43; 22.8–14).”80 The proposals of 

Foster and Olmstead both suffer from the same flaw: they overvalue Vaticanus and fail 

adequately to explain the significant textual differences found in this pericope among Vaticanus 

 
77 Foster, “Tale of Two Sons,” 37. 

 
78 Wesley G. Olmstead, Matthew's Trilogy of Parables: The Nation, the Nations, and the 

Reader in Matthew 21:28-22:14, Society for New Testament Studies Monograph Series 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 167-176. 

 
79 W. M. MacGregor, “The Parable of the Two Sons,” Expository Times 38.11 (1927): 

498–501. 

 
80 Olmstead, Matthew’s Trilogy of Parables, 172-173. 
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and its allies, which suggests that the parable versions found in Vaticanus and its allies are 

examples of multiple emergence. Multiple emergence is where a variant is introduced into the 

textual tradition on multiple separate occasions. 

 

2.4. CONCLUSION 

 

This chapter has sought to demonstrate three concepts. First, allegories in parable 

interpretation are valid as long as they are appropriately restricted. Parables can contain figures 

that relate to the external narrative world. The parable frame provides the interpretative key to 

the metaphor (or restricted allegory) in the parable.  

Second, the chapter shows that textual critics have variously favored each of the readings 

for various methodological reasons. The earliest published Greek New Testaments printed the 

Byzantine text the editors had available. The Byzantine majority text, which shares the same 

sequence as Sinaiticus, continued its dominance from the pre-printing press era. In the nineteenth 

century, a handful of early textual critics adopted the range of options, from favoring the version 

already printed with the support of the newly discovered Codex Sinaiticus, to favoring 

Vaticanus’s reading due to the quality of the manuscript support, to favoring Codex Bezae due to 

the difficulty of the reading. Vaticanus’s reading emerged as the favorite in the Nestle textual 

tradition. In the second half of the twentieth century, Nestle-Aland switched to favoring 

Sinaiticus’s version. Since then, Sinaiticus’s reading has become dominant in published Greek 

New Testaments and in English translations. 

Third, the chapter shows that scholars have found intelligible meaning and support for 

each variant reading within its Matthean context. Scholars have appealed to a combination of 
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external and internal evidence to support Sinaiticus’s version, to the scribal precision of 

Vaticanus and the textual parallels Vaticanus would create with the two following parables to 

support its version, and to the desire for public honor to explain Bezae’s readings. Other 

commentators suggest that solving the textual dilemma misses the point. In the end, a review of 

the arguments made over history has shown all three versions to be viable depending on the 

context in which one reads the parable.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

TEXTUAL CRITICISM 

 

This study aims to identify which of the variants has the most substantial claim to being 

the author’s text (i.e., original text). Because some scholars reject the notion that the initial text is 

a reliable approximation of the author’s text, or believe that searching for an early text is 

misguided, this chapter starts by adducing and assessing such arguments. After defending my 

position regarding the initial text, the chapter proceeds by analyzing, in broad scope, the 

strengths and weaknesses of the various methodologies used in attempts to reconstruct the initial 

text. These methods include majority text theory, reasoned eclecticism, thoroughgoing 

eclecticism, and the documentary approach. After examining the strengths and weaknesses of 

each approach, the chapter then introduces the newer Coherence-Based Genealogical Method 

(CBGM) used in newer editions of the Nestle-Aland and UBS Greek New Testaments. This 

method comprises two distinct steps: pregenealogical coherence analysis and genealogical 

coherence analysis. The chapter will analyze both but focus more heavily on pregenealogical 

coherence as it is more applicable to this study. Finally, this chapter will explain why this study 

will use the CBGM and the eclectic methods to identify the initial text, including a discussion of 

how to mitigate the potential downsides of these approaches. The chapter serves a crucial role in 

the argument as it both defends the goal of the dissertation and discusses the methodology by 

which I intend to achieve the study’s objective. 
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3.1. THE EARLY NATURE OF THE INITIAL TEXT 

 

The traditional goal of New Testament Textual Criticism has been to recover the “original 

text, although more recently this has shifted to recovering the “initial text”—understood as the 

text from which our current manuscript witnesses are descended.”81 A number of scholars 

question our ability to reconstruct the “original text” and propose a vast gulf between the 

author’s text and the initial text; some even doubt that an author’s text existed. Eldon Epp 

suggests that the term “original text” is multivalent both in meaning different things to different 

people (and so not a helpful term) but also multivalent in that a text can be thought of as having 

multiple originals or even no original.82 Helmut Koester argues that the New Testament text was 

exceedingly unstable during the first and second centuries to the point where there is no certainty 

that the archetypes [forerunners of manuscript families] of the textual tradition should be equated 

with the author’s text.83 David Parker, who has done the most to popularize this line of thinking, 

proposes that the documents comprising the New Testament have been reworked so thoroughly 

from such an early period that it makes no sense to think of them as having an “original text” and 

therefore finding an original text should not be the goal of textual criticism. Nor would he think 

 
81 Fee, “Textual Criticism of the New Testament,” 3; Hill and Kruger, “Introduction,” 3-5; 

Holmes, “From ‘Original Text’ to ‘Initial Text,’” 637-641. 

 
82 Eldon Jay Epp, “The Multivalence of the Term ‘Original Text’ in New Testament 

Textual Criticism,” Harvard Theological Review 92.3 (1999): 245-281; Epp, “It’s All about 

Variants,” 275-308. 

 
83 Helmut Koester, “The Text of the Gospels in the Second Century,” in William L. 

Petersen (ed.), Gospel Traditions in the Second Century: Origins, Recensions, Texts, and 

Transmission (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1989), 19-37. 
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that the initial text could ever come close to reproducing the author’s text.84 According to these 

scholars, the goal of textual criticism should be the “reconstruction of the history of the text,” 

with Bart Ehrman advocating that such study opens up so many new avenues of study that 

focusing on reconstructing the autographs is “myopic.”85 

Parker, arguing against finding an original, gives as an example the difficulty in collating 

and reconstructing the reading of Luke 6:1-11 while working with just three manuscripts: 

Vaticanus, Bezae, and Codex Athous Dionysiou (a ninth-century Greek uncial of the Gospels).86 

He suggests that the problem can best be quantified by looking at the number of words used in 

each version of the pericope. Vaticanus uses 134 words, Bezae uses 143 words (or 171), and 

Athous Dionysiou uses 150 words.87 He concludes that there is no authorial text for recovery due 

to the drastically different ways that just this pericope has been preserved in the manuscript 

tradition. Parker thinks the lack of a definitive original gave rise to the textual variations, and he 

suggests that the situation regarding the authorial text of the New Testament is analogous to 

determining the original version of Shakespeare’s plays. The play had an original script, but this 

original script was likely adjusted through rehearsal as some lines worked and others did not and 

 
84 Parker, Living Text of the Gospels, 1-7 and 203-213; and David Parker, “Textual 

Criticism and Theology,” The Expository Times 118.12 (2007): 583-589. 

 
85 Parker, Living Text of the Gospels, 211; Ehrman, “The Text as Window,” 803. 

 
86 Parker, Living Text of the Gospels, 31-48. However, see n. 3 (p. 38) where he states that 

some verses have not been included in his count. 

 
87 Parker, Living Text of the Gospels, 38-39. Bezae includes an interpolation after Luke 

6:4 that is not found in the other two Greek manuscripts nor in standard published Greek New 

Testaments. With the interpolation, the pericope contains 171 words; without, it contains 143 

words. Parker translates the interpolation: “The same day, seeing someone working on the 

Sabbath, he said to him, ‘Man, if indeed you know what you are doing, then you are blessed. But 

if you do not know, then you are accursed and a transgressor of the law’” (34). 
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as actors made suggestions that were incorporated into the script before the play was first 

performed. Parker questions whether the “original text” is the draft that Shakespeare offered, 

what is agreed upon during the rehearsal processes, or what is initially performed. Rather than 

being forced to decide which of these is the original text, he concludes that no single definitive 

text can be identified. Likewise, Parker sees the Gospel texts as influenced by community 

feedback and oral performance.88  

Agreeing with Parker, Matthew Larsen proposes several possibilities as to how the text 

could lack a definitive original, from the Gospels having been unfinished texts or notes 

(ὑπομνήματα) to the text having been published prematurely or having undergone post-

publication revision with the result that the text existed in multiple authorized forms.89 

Paul Ellingworth observes that Parker does not argue that the New Testament arose “by 

spontaneous generation from the vortex of the community” but that there are issues in 

determining what time period and form of the text we should consider as normative or 

definitive.90 Ellingworth observes that while “single, definitive, original text is unattainable,” it is 

 
88 Parker, Living Text of the Gospels, 1-7.  

 
89 Matthew D. C. Larsen, Gospels Before the Book (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2018). For the Gospels as unfinished texts, see 11-36; for Gospels as published prematurely or 

later revised, see 37-57; for a text existing in multiple authorized forms, see 59-77. See also 

Matthew D.C. Larsen, “Accidental Publication, Unfinished Texts and the Traditional Goal of 

New Testament Textual Criticism,” Journal for the Study of the New Testament 39.4 (2017): 362-

387, especially p. 375. Larsen discusses Tertullian’s Against Marcion 1.1-2, which Tertullian 

describes as existing in three different versions. However, Tertullian recognizes that this situation 

was not ideal and is partly his fault for rushing with his first edition and partly the fault of others 

who stole the second draft. Tertullian insists the third version should be considered normative. 

Such comments demonstrate that situations such as Tertullian’s are not the normal operating 

procedure. 

 
90 Paul Ellingworth, “Text, Translation, and Theology: The New Testament in the 

Original Greek?,” Filologia Neotestamentaria 13 (2000): 61-73, especially p. 66. 
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not true that from that fact, we should “abandon the aim of approaching” that single text.91 This 

position leads him to identify three different ways to think about normative claims. First, 

chronological priority recognizes the text as normative as it appeared in the earliest phase of the 

composition process. Second, there is the claim based on authenticity, which concerns what the 

author would recognize as its correct form. Finally, there is the claim based on authority, which is 

the form of the text the wider community accepts. When Parker suggests that no original New 

Testament text exists, he primarily speaks about chronological priority, although he would also 

be doubtful of authenticity. Ellingworth comments that due to the lack of clarity concerning 

chronological priority, Parker would suggest that multiple variants can sometimes claim 

authenticity.92 Such situations only demonstrate our lack of certainty in reconstructing the 

author’s text, not an argument against its existence. Nor is the recognition of this uncertainty a 

new facet of textual criticism; textual critics have long known about this uncertainty, and yet the 

traditional goal remained. For example, Kirsopp Lake proposed that the objective “of all textual 

criticism is to recover so far as possible; the actual words written by the writer,” or the more 

recent notion that reconstructing the author’s text remains an “impossible possibility.”93 

Larsen further complicates the issue of recovering the author’s text with his suggestions 

that Gospel texts may have been released prematurely and that the Evangelists may not have 

intended for their writings to be treated as formal compositions; yet, as the following 

 
91 Ellingworth, “Text, Translation, and Theology,” 64. 

 
92 Ellingworth, “Text, Translation, and Theology,” 67. 

 
93 Kirsopp Lake, The Text of the New Testament, Oxford Church Text Books (London: 

Rivingtons, 1901), 1 (emphasis added). See also Tommy Wasserman, “The Implications of 

Textual Criticism for Understanding the ‘Original Text,’” in Eve-Marie Becker and Ander 

Runesson (eds.), Mark and Matthew I (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 77-96, especially p. 96.  
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demonstrates, there are problems with this position. Timothy Mitchell observes that documents 

could undergo serious revision during their composition, as made evident by P.Mich.inv. 1436 

and P.Mich.inv. 1440 dated to 6 C.E., which are draft copies of a petition to Publius Ostorius 

Scapula, an Egyptian prefect.94 These papyri include lines marked for deletion and the placement 

of material rearranged.95 The writing and editing process of the autographs, such as this example, 

could explain some variations we see in the manuscript tradition if the autographs were 

published before the author finished the composition process. However, this possibility seems 

unlikely. Such premature publication happened from time to time, such as with Cicero’s speech 

against Curio and Clodius as well as Diodorus Siculus’s Library of History.96 Yet, as a general 

rule, such events should be rare since the author intended for publication to occur “after the 

author edited and rewrote several times over,” incorporating feedback from “some of the author’s 

closest associates.”97 For premature publication to occur, these “close associates” would either 

have to demonstrate a high level of incompetence (not realizing that the document was not yet 

intended to be released) or a high level of betrayal (not caring that the document was not yet 

intended to be released). Given that premature publication was the exception, not the rule, and 

that the author’s close associates would have to demonstrate betrayal or incompetence for 

 
94 For a general description and date of the papyri, see the documents in the University of 

Michigan Digital Collections database (https://quod.lib.umich.edu/a/apis?page=index). 

 
95 For a discussion of these papyri, see Timothy N. Mitchell, “Myths about Autographs: 

What They Were and How Long They May Have Survived,” in Elijah Hixson and Peter J. Gurry 

(eds.), Myths and Mistakes in New Testament Textual Criticism (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 

2019), 36-37; Timothy N. Mitchell, “What are the NT Autographs? An Examination of the 

Doctrine of Inspiration and Inerrancy in Light of Greco-Roman Publication,” Journal of the 

Evangelical Theological Society 59.2 (2016): 287-308, especially pp. 302-303. 

 
96 Larsen, Gospels Before the Book, 38-43. 

 
97 Mitchell, “Myths About Autographs,” 35 (emphasis added). 
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accidental publication to occur, it is best to reject accidental publication as a hypothesis for the 

explanation of variants since the textual transmission process can explain the variation.  

Given the meticulous multiple-stage composition process of writing and revising based 

on feedback from close associates, we should not consider the Gospels as documents prime for 

later revisions by the author; this assertion is especially true since the author would have no 

means of controlling how the revised text could replace the earlier text. Indeed, the best-known 

example of a work undergoing post-publication revision, Josephus’s Jewish Antiquities, does not 

appear to rewrite already released material in the same work but instead incorporates new 

material after the original conclusion.98 We can see this fact by examining the two different 

endings of the Jewish Antiquities: one at 20.259 (“I will end my Antiquities here, after which I 

also began to write my War”) and another at 20.267 (“With this, I will put an end to my 

Antiquities, which encompasses twenty books and sixty thousand lines”).99  

Regarding post-publication revision and the New Testament, the best example of a fully 

revised second-edition book in the New Testament—if one existed—would be Bezae’s version of 

the Acts of the Apostles. Yet, the Western tradition is best understood not as an authorized second 

edition by the author but as a later textual recension.100 The double conclusion seen in Josephus 

 
98 Larsen, Gospels Before the Book, 52-57. Larsen proposes Josephus would have revised 

the body of the text as well, but he is unable to provide any proof. While the absence of evidence 

is not evidence of absence, it is difficult to square Larsen’s position with the motives that 

Josephus gives in his writings, which is about keeping the material current. This statement only 

applies to rewriting Jewish Wars as the Jewish Wars; it should not be understood as preventing 

him from rewriting sections of the Jewish Wars that he incorporates into Antiquities.  

 
99 Larsen, Gospels Before the Book, 54. 

 
100 Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament, Anchor Bible Reference 

Library (New York: Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, 1997), 327-328; D.A. Carson and 

Douglas J. Moo, An Introduction to the New Testament, 2d ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2005), 

309-310; Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 259-272; Donald A. 



50 
 

as well as in John at 20:30-31 and 21:25 gives evidence of post-publication revision; in these 

cases, material is appended to the ending, but the document itself is not otherwise revised, or if it 

is revised, it is a minimalistic revision leading to the awkward double conclusions.101 Therefore, 

the idea that post-publication revision plays any significant role in explaining New Testament 

textual variation should be rejected. 

Concerning “notes” or ὑπομνήματα, Larsen states that they “are functional texts, 

designed to help remind people of something they already know. They assume a close relational 

proximity between the writer and reader, one in which things can be left presumed that might 

appear too ambiguous to an anonymous reader but nevertheless jog the memory of the intended 

reader.”102 While the Gospels may have had their start as ὑπομνήματα, their canonical forms (the 

 

Hagner, The New Testament: A Historical and Theological Introduction (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 2012), 319-320. Brown acknowledges that the majority view sees the Western Text as 

a later recension, yet he acknowledges some apprehension in thinking that the two-edition theory 

works better; the others support the idea that the Western Text is a secondary recension 

unaffiliated with the author. 

 
101 Some scholars, arguing for the unity of the fourth Gospel, claim that chapter 21 is 

integral to the Fourth Gospel, see Richard Bauckham, “The 153 Fish and the Unity of the Fourth 

Gospel,” Neotestamentica 36.1-2 (2002): 77-88. Hagner, New Testament, 273-275, cites other 

scholars agreeing with Bauckham, including F. F. Bruce, D. A. Carson, and Craig Keener. 

Nevertheless, Hagner states, “It is very unlikely that the original author would have added the 

new material of chapter 21 in this unusual manner, creating what cannot but seem as an 

anticlimax” (275). I would amend this statement to argue that it is unlikely that the author wrote 

both chapters 20 and 21 as part of the original composition; it is reasonable, given the example of 

Josephus’s work, that the same author later added chapter 21 while leaving the first conclusion in 

place. To state this as a possibility does not necessarily mean that this is what happened. 

 
102 Larsen, Gospels Before the Book, 20, see also Michael W. Holmes, “New Testament 

Textual Criticism in 2020: A (Selective) Survey of the Status Quaestionis,” Early Christianity 

11.1 (2020): 3-20, especially 18-20. Holmes comments that Larsen “raises important questions” 

but that his argument regarding the composition of Matthew “is less persuasive.” He states: “that 

gospel displays features, such as arrangement (e.g., the five sermons) and organization, that are 

the kind of attributes that (as Larsen notes) differentiated ὑπομνήματα from a ‘finished’ literary 

work. Moreover, it seems likely that any reader who compared the first column (if a scroll) or 
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narratives found in early manuscripts and in published Greek New Testaments) are of completed 

literature. Moreover, once a Gospel reached a completed literary form, it would no longer be 

considered ὑπομνήματα and, therefore, would not be open to widespread rewriting without 

becoming a separate work. Thus, we should focus textual criticism’s reconstructive efforts on the 

composition as it existed at that “originary moment,” which is the point in time when the 

composition came to exist as a completed literary work103 The possibility that the Gospels began 

as ὑπομνήματα would not appear to play any significant role in explaining the textual variation 

in the New Testament. 

Regarding our ability to reconstruct a text that closely embodies the text of that 

“originary moment,” there are some optimistic scholarly voices. Michael Holmes writes, “The 

later texts [i.e., surviving manuscripts] represent the earlier stages ‘well enough,’ well enough to 

encourage us to seek to recover the earlier texts from which our extant copies appear to have 

descended, well enough to give us good grounds to be reasonably optimistic about the possibility 

of recovering earlier forms of the text on the basis of our extant witness.”104 Tommy Wasserman 

similarly states that “it is indeed possible to reconstruct a text not far removed from what the 

 

first page (if a codex) of Mark and Matthew (or any two of the four gospels, in this regard) 

would conclude that they were two distinct compositions.” 

 
103 Larsen, “Accidental Publication, Unfinished Texts and the Traditional Goal of New 

Testament Textual Criticism,” 375. Larsen argues for a “‘living’ textual tradition” instead of “a 

final and fixed book with clean lines of progression that lead back to a pure originary moment.” 

Therefore his “originary moment” functions as an antonym for a “living” textual tradition. 

 
104 Michael William Holmes, “Text and Transmission in the Second Century,” in Robert 

B. Stewart (ed.) The Reliability of the New Testament: Bart D. Ehrman and Daniel B. Wallace in 

Dialogue (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2011), 78. 
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authors wrote in the first century.”105 Holmes observes that other scholars, including Barbara 

Aland, K.S. Min, Holger Strutwolf, and Martin Heide, also hold a similar position.106 

Defending the position that the Gospels had an original form and that said form has been 

relatively well preserved, Holmes points to the “macro-level” stability of the New Testament text 

even while the text exhibits “micro-level” fluidity, by which he means that the text exhibits small 

changes in words or phrases but is relatively free of large-scale omissions, additions, or 

rearrangements of pericopes. He reasons that the Gospels (and the New Testament as a whole) do 

not show the level of rewriting seen in truly fluid textual traditions, such as with the book of 

Jeremiah, the Life of Adam and Eve, and the Shepherd of Hermas. Since the Gospel manuscript 

tradition evidences macrolevel stability, he concludes that not only did the Gospels have original 

forms but that said forms were transmitted in such a way as to preserve their character.107 Even 

Eldon Epp stated that “the close affinity of P75 [Papyrus 75, a third-century manuscript 

containing portions of Luke and John] and B [the fourth-century Codex Vaticanus] is all the more 

striking, for it demonstrates that an early papyrus can stand very near the beginning point of a 

clearly identifiable and distinctive textual group that has been preserved with a high degree of 

accuracy over several generations... If we had several pieces of evidence like the P75-B 

relationship, it would be plausible to argue that the situation was not chaotic, but quite 

orderly.”108 Kyoung Min demonstrated that scribes copied and preserved Matthean texts quite 

 
105 Wasserman, “Implications of Textual Criticism,” 81. 

 
106 Holmes, “From ‘Original Text’ to ‘Initial Text,’” 666-667. 

 
107 Holmes, “Text and Transmission in the Second Century,” 74-79; Holmes, “From 

‘Original Text’ to ‘Initial Text,’” 670-677. 

 
108 Eldon Jay Epp, “The Significance of the Papyri for Determining the Nature of the 

New Testament Text in the Second Century: A Dynamic View of Textual Transmission,” in 
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well, giving additional evidence similar to the P75-B relationship that Epp suggested would show 

a more orderly transmission process.109 Thus, it is reasonable to conclude that the Greek text of 

the New Testament’s authors existed in an initial form and was reasonably well preserved for us 

to judge what that text read and meant. In other words, while we cannot recreate the original text, 

we can reconstruct an initial text that is a close enough reconstruction of the author’s text to 

make judgments regarding the author’s theology, literary style, and intended message(s). We 

shall proceed by examining methodological approaches for reconstructing that initial text.  

 

3.2. TRADITIONAL METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES 

 

Several different approaches mark the history of New Testament Textual Criticism. The 

simplest is accepting, as the initial reading, the variant with the most manuscript support. This 

approach, known as the majority text theory, results in a text that is similar, although not 

identical, to the Textus Receptus.110 The majority text approach, although seemingly logical, 

 

Eldon Jay Epp and Gordon D. Fee (eds.), Studies in the Theory and Method of New Testament 

Textual Criticism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 289. See also Wasserman, “Implications of 

Textual Criticism,” 81-84. 
 

109 Kyoung Shik Min, Die Früheste Überlieferung des Matthäusevangeliums (Bis Zum 

3./4.JH.): Edition und Untersuchung (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2005), 277, states , “Ingesamt 

können wir hinsichtlich der Qualität des Textes, der sich in der Frühzeit weit verbreitete, mit 

einger Sichereit annehmen, dass er weitgehend dem Ausgangstext nahe stand. Wir müssen sogar 

davon ausgehen, das in dieser Zeit der ursprüngliche Text allein verbreitet war.” (“Overall, we 

can assume with certainty that the quality of the text, which was widespread in the early period, 

was largely close to the source text. We must even assume that the original text alone was 

widespread at that time”). See also Wasserman, “Implications of Textual Criticism,” 81-84. 

 
110 Daniel B. Wallace, “The Majority Text Theory: History, Methods, and Critique,” in 

Bart D. Ehrman and Michael W. Holmes (eds.), The Text of the New Testament in Contemporary 

Research: Essays on the Status Quaestionis, 2d ed., New Testament Tools, Studies, and 

Documents; Volume 42 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 718, 724. Wallace counts 1,832 variants between 
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suffers serious flaws.111 First, the vast majority of our manuscripts are from a late date, which, as 

a general rule, means many more copies and more opportunities for textual corruption between 

the autograph and the manuscript in question. The majority of manuscripts are, therefore, not 

necessarily helpful in reconstructing the initial text. 

These later manuscripts give evidence of being further removed from the autographs by 

their widespread textual harmonization. Moreover, the Byzantine textual cluster, which makes 

the majority text the majority, was not always dominant in terms of numbers. The Byzantine 

textual cluster was not the majority until the 9th century, so a methodology such as the majority 

text theory would have to explain this discrepancy.112 Furthermore, the majority text theory lacks 

consistency in methodology and results; it is indebted to unreasonable theological a priori 

commitments—the assumption that God will preserve the New Testament text so that the most 

common reading will always be identical to the author’s text—that simply will not align with the 

manuscript evidence.113 

 

Hodges-Farstad Majority Text and the Textus Receptus as represented by the 1825 Oxford 

edition. 

 
111 For more detailed discussion of these flaws, see Gordon D. Fee, “The Majority Text 

and the Original Text of the NT,” in Eldon Jay Epp and Gordon D. Fee (eds.), Studies in the 

Theory and Method of New Testament Textual Criticism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 183-

208; Michael William Holmes, “The ‘Majority Text Debate’: New Form of an Old Issue,” 

Themelios 8.2 (1983): 13-19; Metzger and Ehrman, Text of the New Testament, 218-222; 

Wallace, “Majority Text Theory,” 711-744. 

 
112 Wallace, " Majority Text Theory,” 731. He further adds that “as far as the extant 

witnesses reveal, the MT [Majority Text] did not exist in the first three centuries” (emphasis in 

the original). 

 
113 Those who advocate for the Majority Text disagree concerning whether to promote the 

Textus Receptus specifically or the Byzantine textual tradition as a whole. Even among those 

who argue for the Byzantine textual tradition, there is disagreement over whether to follow the 

majority of the majority or simply the majority of manuscripts as a whole. These disagreements 

lead to “Majority Text” editions that do not agree with one another, such as Pickering’s The 
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The second methodology, reasoned eclecticism, is an umbrella term covering a few 

different approaches with similar characteristics.114 These include the Alands’ Local 

Genealogical Method and Metzger’s Judgment According to Text-Types. Regardless of the 

particular variety of reasoned eclecticism one follows, this approach is the most dominant in 

New Testament textual criticism and was used to construct the text of the previous editions of the 

NA (27th ed.) and UBS Greek New Testaments (4th ed). It is also the methodology underlying 

most of the current editions of the NA and UBS texts, except for the catholic epistles, which rely 

on the newer Coherence-Based Genealogical Method.  

Reasoned eclecticism, also known as rational eclecticism, relies on two convictions. First, 

any manuscript can contain the best reading at any particular variation point. Second, the textual 

critic should accept the variant that best explains the development of the other variants when 

considering both the manuscript evidence and the internal considerations of intrinsic and 

transcriptional probabilities. Intrinsic probability judges variants on how likely they are to be the 

author’s text based on style and vocabulary. Transcriptional probability judges variants on how 

likely it is that a scribe created the reading either to improve style or to remove difficulties in the 

 

Greek New Testament According to Family 35 and the Robinson-Pierpoint edition titled The New 

Testament in The Original Greek: Byzantine Textform. Even were these issues resolved, there 

would still remain the issue of the a priori theological commitment regarding the doctrine of 

preservation, which simply cannot withstand scholarly scrutiny. See the discussions in Wallace, 

“Majority Text Theory,” 723-729. 

 
114 For a discussion of the practice of Reasoned Eclecticism, see Aland and Aland, Text of 

the New Testament, 280-316. For history and methodology, see Gordon D. Fee, “Rigorous or 

Reasoned Eclecticism—Which?” in Eldon Jay Epp and Gordon D. Fee (eds.), Studies in the 

Theory and Method of New Testament Textual Criticism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 124-

140; Michael W. Holmes, "Reasoned Eclecticism in New Testament Textual Criticism," in Bart 

D. Ehrman and Michael W. Holmes (eds.), The Text of the New Testament in Contemporary 

Research: Essays on the Status Quaestionis, 2nd ed., New Testament Tools, Studies, and 

Documents; Volume 42 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 771-802. 
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text. Reasoned eclecticism considers the possibility that every textual witness could be vital to 

establishing the initial text. It maintains that any single manuscript might preserve the initial 

reading at any given point against otherwise unanimous manuscript evidence. However, the 

approach can result in atomization, with the result that the reconstructed text of a pericope—or 

sometimes even a single verse—cannot be found in any single manuscript. While this problem is 

not restricted to eclectic methods (be they reasoned or thoroughgoing), eclectic methods are 

more prone to this issue than other methods with greater emphasis on manuscript support.115 

Despite this problem, practitioners remain confident that their approach is the best way forward. 

Fee states, “Rational eclecticism is indeed the currently reigning method, and it appears to be a 

valid one, for it takes seriously both internal questions and the manuscript evidence. Rather than 

search for a new method as some propose, or jettison historical study as rigorous eclecticism 

tends to, the present methodological task would seem to be the implementation and refinement of 

rational eclecticism.”116 

The third method is thoroughgoing eclecticism, also known as rigorous eclecticism. This 

method minimizes the importance of external evidence in favor of internal evidence while still 

holding that any single reading could be the initial form of the text.117 This approach focuses on 

 
115 Holmes, “Reasoned Eclecticism in New Testament Textual Criticism,” 791. 

 
116 See Fee and Holmes. Fee, “Rigorous or Reasoned Eclecticism,” 140; Holmes, 

“Reasoned Eclecticism in New Testament Textual Criticism,” 783, suggests that “reasoned 

eclecticism is not a passing interim method; it is, in the present circumstances, the only way 

forward.” 

 
117 See J.K. Elliott, “In Defense of Thoroughgoing Eclecticism in New Testament Textual 

Criticism,” Restoration Quarterly 21.2 (1978): 95-115; J.K. Elliott, “Thoroughgoing Eclecticism 

in NT Textual Criticism,” in Bart D. Ehrman and Michael W. Holmes (eds.), The Text of the New 

Testament in Contemporary Research: Essays on the Status Quaestionis, 2nd ed., New Testament 

Tools, Studies, and Documents; volume 42 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 745-770; Metzger and Ehrman, 

Text of the New Testament, 222-226. 
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the author’s style and vocabulary as well as how scribes might have adjusted the text either 

accidentally or purposefully. J.K. Elliott describes the questions thoroughgoing critics ask: 

“Which reading best accounts for the rise of the other variants? Which reading is the likeliest to 

have suffered change at the hands of early copyists? Which reading is in keeping with the style 

and thought of the author and makes [the] best sense in the context?”118 In its purest form, this 

method considers manuscripts as nothing more than vehicles that transmit the possible range of 

readings for the textual critic to decide among, with no weight given to what manuscript gave 

what reading. Elliott pointedly explains: “To the present writer, it seems to be more constructive 

to discuss as a priority the worth of readings rather than the worth of manuscripts.”119  

The methodology is not without its critics.120 Like reasoned eclecticism, thoroughgoing 

eclecticism faces the same problems with atomization and subjectivity. This subjectivity is due to 

the reliance on internal evidence, which relies more heavily on scholarly judgment calls. 

However, subjectivity is even more prominent with thoroughgoing eclecticism since 

documentary evidence does not balance it. The method does have its strengths, which “include a 

full discussion of all variants, a sizable amount of freedom of choice, a consideration and search 

 
118 Elliott, “Thoroughgoing Eclecticism in NT Criticism,” 748. Elliott suggests that G.D. 

Kilpatrick, F.C. Burkitt, C.H. Turner, B.H. Streeter, H.J. Cadbury, and Kirsopp Lake could be 

described as thoroughgoing textual critics. 

 
119 Elliott, “In Defense of Thoroughgoing Eclecticism in New Testament Textual 

Criticism,” 115. Elliott describes the methodology as one in which the number of manuscripts 

and their dates “are not usually considered in this method; no particular manuscript is favored 

nor is there any predilection for any specific text” (96). 

 
120 Ernest Cadman Colwell, “Hort Redivivus: A Plea and a Program,” in J. Coert 

Rylaarsdam (ed.), Transitions in Biblical Scholarship, (Chicago: The University of Chicago 

Press, 1968), 131-155; Fee, “Rigorous or Reasoned Eclecticism,” 124-140; Dowell Flatt, 

“Thoroughgoing Eclecticism as a Method of Textual Criticism,” Restoration Quarterly 18.2 

(1975): 102-114; Metzger and Ehrman, Text of the New Testament, 222-226. 
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for an explanation of every relevant variant, and an opportunity to observe the patterns and 

peculiarities of each manuscript.”121 Despite its weaknesses, the method provides an 

indispensable view that the textual critic must consider.  

In practice, if not in theory, eclectic methods tend to give more weight to internal 

evidence than to manuscript evidence. The final traditional methodology we shall consider is the 

documentary approach, which focuses on manuscript evidence, like the majority text theory. 

Ernest Colwell proposed a five-step process: “(1) begin with readings, (2) characterize individual 

scribes and MSS, (3) group the MSS, (4) construct a historical framework, (5) make final 

judgment on readings.”122 Scholars who argue for the documentary approach insist that their 

method and reasoned eclecticism are neighbors on a spectrum of approaches. Philip Comfort 

finds it merely a question of emphasis as to whether one prioritizes internal or external evidence. 

He locates himself with Tregelles, Hort, and Colwell as being among those who place greater 

emphasis on the manuscript evidence and, as such, are practitioners of this method.123 

Modern practitioners of this method think that the close textual relationship between P75 

and B indicates such a reliable transmission process that the textual critic should minimize the 

 
121 Flatt, “Thoroughgoing Eclecticism as a Method of Textual Criticism,” 114. 

 
122 Colwell, “Hort Redivivus,” 142-143. Despite starting with “begin with readings,” 

Colwell insists that “at this stage, the study of readings is not final, for knowledge of documents 

should precede final judgment upon readings” (143). The purpose of beginning with readings is 

so that the critic might become familiar with typical scribal habits and errors. 

 
123 Comfort, New Testament Text and Translation Commentary, xv; Comfort, 

Encountering the Manuscripts, 297. He includes Samuel Prideaux Tregelles, Fenton John 

Anthony Hort, and Ernest Cadman Colwell as practitioners. That Colwell is claimed by 

practitioners of both the Documentary Approach and Reasoned Eclecticism demonstrates the 

fluidity boundaries of these methods. For Colwell being claimed by Reasoned Eclectics, see 

Holmes, “Reasoned Eclecticism in New Testament Textual Criticism,” 773; Fee, “Rigorous or 

Reasoned Eclecticism,” 124-140. 
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degree of internal considerations and atomization of the text.124 Such a method results in texts 

that are more similar to what appears in early manuscripts. However, a reconstructed text relying 

on this method is potentially further away from the autographs if the textual transmission process 

experienced a significant level of variant cross-contamination, harmonization, or intentional 

scribal emendations. 

 

3.3. IMPACT OF THE NEW COHERENCE-BASED GENEALOGICAL METHOD 

  

The CBGM is a newer methodology in the stable of methodologies used by textual 

critics. While its adoption is impacting the field, its adoption has not been universal. The method 

is succinctly described: “(1) uses a set of computer tools (2) based in a new way of relating 

manuscript texts [using computer statistical analysis] that is (3) designed to help us understand 

the origin and history of the New Testament Text.”125 The method uses computer analysis to 

compare manuscripts’ similarities to understand what manuscripts are more closely related to 

other manuscripts. This step, called pregenealogical coherence, describes the relationship among 

manuscripts without making assumptions about the nature of the relationship (such as whether 

 
124 For more on the Documentary Approach, see Colwell, “Hort Redivivus,” 131-155; 

Comfort, New Testament Text and Translation Commentary, 881-884; Philip Comfort, 

Encountering the Manuscripts: An Introduction to New Testament Paleography and Textual 

Criticism (Nashville: Broadman and Holman Publishers, 2005), 302-306. On the atomization that 

can result from more eclectic methods, see Comfort, New Testament Text and Translation 

Commentary, 875-876; Comfort, Encountering the Manuscripts, 298-300. 

 
125 Wasserman and Gurry, New Approach to Textual Criticism, 3. See also the description 

in Holmes, “New Testament Textual Criticism in 2020,” 9-11. He describes the CBGM as “a 

[computer] tool that helps a textual critic make more effective use of the cumulative implications 

of choices made in cases where the decision is relatively certain to make choices in cases where 

a decision is less clear” (10). 
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one was the descendant of the other).126 This method provides a more precise way to think about 

grouping manuscripts without relying on the traditional classifications of the Alexandrian, 

Byzantine, and Western textual families. However, it must be remembered that when the CBGM 

discusses a relationship among manuscripts, it is referring to the readings contained in the 

manuscripts and not the physical manuscripts themselves. 

Pregenealogical coherence’s most vital contribution comes from its ability to group 

manuscripts to evaluate how well a reading was transmitted. Peter Gurry writes, “The principle is 

simple enough: an agreement in a type of variant that is easily introduced by scribes is more 

likely to be identified as coincidental where the witnesses that share it have low pre-genealogical 

coherence. Conversely, where witnesses have a high pre-genealogical coherence, even 

agreements in trivialities are likely to be genealogically significant.”127 

Wasserman uses this line of reasoning to argue convincingly for the authenticity of υἱοῦ 

θεοῦ in Mark 1:1.128 He observes that manuscripts that contain the phrase are more closely 

related to other manuscripts that contain the phrase, as we would expect. In contrast, manuscripts 

that omit the phrase are more closely related to manuscripts that include the phrase, as we would 

not expect. Thus, contrary to what transcriptional probability (adjustments we would expect a 

scribe to make) would lead us to expect, the phrase's inclusion is the better reading as the 

exclusion appears to be an example of multiple emergence (where multiple scribes have 

 
126 For more information on this aspect of the CBGM, see Gurry, Critical Examination of 

the Coherence-Based Genealogical Method, 51-54; Wasserman and Gurry, New Approach to 

Textual Criticism, 37-58. 

 
127 Gurry, Critical Examination of the Coherence-Based Genealogical Method, 53. 

 
128 Wasserman and Gurry, New Approach to Textual Criticism, 43-50; Tommy 

Wasserman, “Historical and Philological Correlations and the CBGM as Applied to Mark 1:1,” 

TC: A Journal of Biblical Textual Criticism 20 (2015): 1-11. 
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independently introduced the same variant) within the manuscript tradition. Charles Quarles used 

a similar methodology on Matthew 16:2-3, a suspected interpolation regarding whether the sky is 

red in the evening or morning and how that relates to the weather with Jesus making a 

comparison to being able to read the signs of the time. Quarles found that the method led to a 

conclusion supporting the idea that the passage is an interpolation.129 

In the second (and final) step in the CBGM, known as genealogical coherence, the 

relationship between the variants is assigned a direction by relying on more conventional 

methods of textual criticism.130 With the direction of the relationship established, the textual 

critic uses computer tools to create a textual flow diagram for the variants in the specific passage. 

The goal is to create a diagram showing how the readings are related to one another and how the 

variants were propagated during the textual transmission process. This attempt at understanding 

the variant's transmission is made by testing each of the variants as the Ausgangstext, with a 

diagram being created that relies on the directed relationships among the manuscript readings. 

The diagram attempts to show how each variant reading would have spread throughout the 

manuscript tradition. The CBGM favors the variant that produces the cleanest textual flow, 

defined as the diagram in which the fewest amount of more authentic readings are created by less 

authentic readings in the manuscript tradition. 

 
129 Charles L. Quarles, “The Usefulness of Pre-Genealogic Coherence for Detecting 

Multiple Emergence and Coincidental Agreement: Matthew 16.2b-3 as a Test Case,” New 

Testament Studies 67.3 (2021):424-446. Quarles and Wasserman differ on whether to start the 

analysis with the high-order witnesses (so Wasserman) or with the list of manuscripts in the 

Parallel Pericope data set (so Quarles). 

 
130 For more information on this aspect of the CBGM, see Gurry, Critical Examination of 

the Coherence-Based Genealogical Method, 55-65; Wasserman and Gurry, New Approach to 

Textual Criticism, 59-93. 
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Stephen Carlson states: “What the CBGM promises to offer are new ways of estimating 

relatedness among witnesses to assess the coherence of the attestation of their readings.”131 The 

usefulness of the CBGM depends on how well it can determine such relatedness and present that 

information in an accurate and accessible manner through its textual flow diagrams. It is at this 

step that critics of the method raise concerns about shortcomings in the CBGM. Problems 

include a limited amount of circular reasoning, but more concerning is the issue of misconstruing 

the relationship among manuscript readings and, as a result, throwing off the entire analysis by 

creating a faulty textual flow diagram. This problem is no mere theoretical issue. David 

Pastorelli has shown how the method reaches defective conclusions regarding the relationship 

between the Byzantine text type and Family 2138 as it relates to the history of these two textual 

traditions and their relationship to the initial text.132 Likewise, Carlson has demonstrated a 

situation where Minuscule 1739, due to its more strictly controlled copying, is favored 

incorrectly over Sinaiticus and Alexandrinus.133 He observes that the CBGM has trouble 

correctly arranging manuscript readings because it establishes relationships by looking at the 

percentage of shared text instead of establishing such relationships based on common errors. The 

CBGM, while providing a new line of evidence, must be used with caution and in consultation 

with more conventional methods of textual criticism—this is particularly true regarding 

genealogical coherence due to the potential for faulty textual flow diagrams. 

 
131 Stephen C. Carlson, "A Bias at the Heart of the Coherence-Based Genealogical 

Method (CBGM)," Journal of Biblical Literature 139.2 (2020): 319-340, especially p. 322. 

 
132 David Pastorelli, “La Cohérence Généalogique dans la Coherence-Based Genealogical 

Method: Évaluation Critique,” in Laurent Pinchard and Jean-Claude Haelewyck (eds.), 

Traditions et Traductions des Textes Bibliques: Études de Critique Textuelle et d’Exégèse, 

Langues et Cultures Anciennes, number 35 (Brussels: Safran Publishers, 2023), 109-137. 

 
133 Carlson, “Bias at the Heart of the Coherence-Based Genealogical Method," 319-340. 
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3.4. METHODOLOGY AND CONCLUSION 

 

Since the dissertation aims to establish the initial text, understood as a close 

approximation of the author’s text, it is necessary to defend that such a text existed for 

reconstruction. The chapter countered the claim that there is no authorial text to recover. The 

theory that the text was so unstable that it would be impossible to recover something 

substantially close to the author’s text is hindered by the reliable textual transmission evident in 

the P75-B transmission line. Min has demonstrated this fact in his detailed examination of 

Matthean papyri.134 Holmes reaches a similar conclusion based on the reliable perseverance of 

the macrolevel structure of the New Testament text. Larsen’s suggestions that perhaps the 

Gospels were notes (“ὑπομνήματα”), published accidentally, or existed in multiple authorized 

forms does not reasonably explain the vast majority of variants found in the textual tradition. 

That we cannot recreate the initial text with certainty does not negate the fact that an initial text 

existed and that something close to it can be reconstructed. Even in Parker’s appeal to 

Shakespearean plays, the text changed under Shakespeare’s supervision. This analogy parallels 

how ancient authors would incorporate feedback from contemporaries, but this does not muddy 

the waters regarding striving for the authorial text (even if we cannot reach it) since the text 

sought is the one that the author ultimately elects to publish. 

Having established the validity of seeking the initial text, the next question is determining 

the best methodology for approximating it. The majority text approach is compromised by the 

late date of our surviving manuscripts. The Byzantine textual cluster does not appear to have 

been the majority text until the ninth century, nor does it appear to have existed at all in the 

 
134 Min, Die Früheste Überlieferung des Matthäusevangeliums, 60-270. 
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earliest period of textual transmission. Reasoned eclecticism, the dominant approach today, 

considers both internal and external evidence with the caveat that manuscripts are to be weighed, 

not counted. It can result in atomization due to its conviction that any manuscript at any specific 

variation unit can preserve the initial text. However, its concern for both forms of evidence is 

helpful, and so it will play a role in this study’s methodology. Thoroughgoing eclecticism, which 

relies primarily—if not solely—on internal evidence in the form of intrinsic and transcriptional 

probability, is helpful but also subjective as it relies on scholars’ opinions about word choice, 

author style, and thematic issues instead of historical objects such as manuscripts. It treats 

manuscripts as mere vehicles for textual variants, and its more subjective nature is not 

adequately controlled by manuscript evidence. The documentary approach, which exists on a 

spectrum with reasoned eclecticism but leans more heavily towards manuscript evidence, has the 

benefit of more closely reproducing texts that were used in the 3rd and 4th centuries. However, it 

cannot get as close to the initial text as the eclectic methods because it keeps internal evidence 

subservient to external evidence. Nevertheless, its greater reliance on external evidence does 

offer a check on eclecticism’s more subjective elements. Like eclecticism, this methodology will 

play a role in this study. 

Finally, while the CBGM is a significant step forward in textual criticism with its use of 

computer databases and analysis, it will not be fully adopted in this study because of its trouble 

with mapping textual flow charts. It experiences this problem due to shortcomings in how it 

establishes and analyzes textual relationships without considering common errors (that is, errors 

shared by manuscripts due to descending from the same exemplar).135 This study will use 

 
135 There is also the fact that, as of the time of this dissertation, all of the computer tools 

are not publicly available for the pericope under consideration. The tools that are not publicly 
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pregenealogical coherence to help establish how well the textual tradition transmitted particular 

readings. In conclusion, this study will make limited use of the CBGM in combination with 

attempting to straddle the fence between eclecticism and the documentary approach in trying to 

solve the text-critical issues found in Matthew 21:28-32.  

  

 

available are the ones that are most prone to the highlighted problem, so their lack of availability 

is not a significant limitation of this study. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

MATTHEW AND THE JEWS 

 

As sections 2.1. and 2.3. demonstrate, reception history commonly identifies the 

disobedient son as representing the Jewish people, with the parable understood as a rejection of 

the Jewish populace. This chapter will argue that reception history is mistaken in this regard, as 

Matthew holds a high view of Jewish ethnicity and traditions and nowhere proclaims a rejection 

of these features—a vital point to keep in mind when turning to the internal evidence for each 

reading. 

The chapter begins by examining the question of the validity of reading Matthew in light 

of a proposed Matthean community (the community from which Matthew was produced and the 

primary target audience of the composition) in conflict with aspects of the Jewish community. 

While I am sympathetic to this approach, it is not necessary for this dissertation to resolve the 

question of a historical community. Instead, it focuses on the necessity of understanding 

Matthew’s composition and the various strands within Judaism. This examination is necessary to 

evaluate whether any of the identifications of the disobedient son would be more or less 

consistent with Matthew’s narrative. While the frame limits the criticism to the Jewish 

opponents, the analysis performed in this chapter is necessary to determine whether Matthew’s 

narrative would approve of expanding the critique against the Jewish opponents to include other 

Jews. If such an expansion is accepted, then the allegorical reading of Vaticanus (and, to a lesser 

extent, Sinaiticus) might hold some possible merit. If Matthew’s narrative would disapprove of 

such an expansion, then there is an additional cause for concern as it relates to these two versions 
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of the story. The chapter proceeds by examining evidence for Matthew’s negative perspective 

regarding the Jewish people. This section is followed by a discussion of passages where Matthew 

expresses positive sentiments towards the Jewish populace, albeit some of these positive 

sentiments are backhanded. The chapter concludes with a synthesis that makes sense of both the 

positive and negative views expressed in the Gospel of Matthew. The chapter suggests that the 

negative sentiments are directed towards the Jewish opponents while more ordinary Jews are 

thought of in a positive fashion even if they are not disciples of Jesus. This synthesis will then be 

used in the following chapters, together with the approaches identified in the previous chapter, to 

evaluate the level of coherence with Matthew’s views and the argument in favor of each variant. 

 

4.1. THE PROBLEM 

 

Biblical scholarship has long attempted to read its texts as reflecting the needs and 

concerns of the author’s community. Given this perspective, one would expect Matthew’s 

perspective on Jewish people to be connected to the circumstances experienced by the author and 

his community. This conviction has led many scholars to attempt to resolve the puzzle regarding 

Matthew’s perspective on the Jewish people by seeking to understand the Matthean 

community—particularly whether the Gospel of Matthew was composed from within (intra 

muros) or from outside (extra muros) of the Jewish community.136 Other scholars have argued 

 
136 Anders Runesson, “Rethinking Early Jewish-Christian Relations: Matthean 

Community History as Pharisaic Intragroup Conflict,” Journal of Biblical Literature 127.1 

(2008): 95-132, especially pp. 96-97. Runesson lists the following scholars as holding to an 

intra-muros position: G. Barth, W. D. Davies, S. Brown, A. Segal, J. A. Overman, A. Saldarini, 

and D. Sim. As for scholars holding to an extra muros position, he lists the following: U. Luz, P. 

Luomanen, G. Stanton, W. Meeks, S. Freyne, B. Przybylski, and A. J. Levine. Runesson argues 

that the Matthean community splintered off from the Pharisees, writing, “The tensions that 
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that it is not reasonable to reconstruct a community from a narrative. Richard Bauckham, for 

example, argues that the gospel writers intended their narratives for a wider audience than the 

author’s local community.137 While Bauckham makes a valid point regarding the restrictive and 

unlikely nature of writing solely for one’s own community, the fact that the evangelists intended 

a wider audience does not mean that the concerns of the author had for his community were not 

the composition's raison d'etre. It is possible that Matthew thought that material that would be 

helpful to his community would also be useful for other early Christian communities. Thus, it is 

still common for scholars to read Matthew in light of the perceived circumstances of the 

community.138  

 

would follow as Christ-believers established themselves as ‘subgroups’ within larger groups, or 

associations, would lead to strife and, undoubtedly, suffering on the part of the minorities, 

eventually resulting in schisms between the parent body—in our case the Pharisees—and the 

reform movements” (132). Elsewhere, he clarifies that he views the Matthean community as still 

seeing themselves as part of Judaism. On the other hand, Levine comments: “Determining when 

a sect ceases to be part of the parent body and becomes its own distinct movement is, especially 

for antiquity, arbitrary. The gospel appears, at least to me, to be moving outward, and so moving 

away from Jews, if not from what fits under the rubric of Judaism” (452). See Anders Runesson, 

“Aspects of Matthean Universalism: Ethnic Identity as a Theological Tool in the First Gospel,” 

in Anders Runesson and Daniel M. Gurtner (eds.), Matthew within Judaism: Israel and the 

Nations in the First Gospel (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature Press, 2020), 103-133; Amy-

Jill Levine, “Concluding Reflections: What’s Next in the Study of Matthew?” in the same 

volume, 449-466. 
 

137 See Richard Bauckham, "For Whom Were the Gospels Written?" in Richard 

Bauckham (ed.). The Gospel for All Christians: Rethinking the Gospel Audiences (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1998), 9-48; Stephen C. Barton, "Can We Identify the Gospel Audiences?" in the 

same volume, 173-194. 
 

138 Craig A. Evans, Matthew, New Cambridge Bible Commentary (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2012), 5-7; R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, New International 

Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 15-18; Carl R. Holladay, 

Introduction to the New Testament: Reference Edition (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2017), 

200-201; Matthias Konradt, The Gospel According to Matthew: A Commentary, translated by M. 

Eugene Boring (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2020) 17-20; David L. Turner, Matthew, Baker 

Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 14-15.  
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While New Testament scholars have not fully heeded Bauckham’s critique, he has 

demonstrated the folly of more zealous versions of mirror reading that New Testament 

interpreters sometimes employ. Even if one does not fully accept his critique, he appropriately 

raises the question of what degree of mirror reading is acceptable when theorizing about the 

author’s community. This study proceeds by passing over many of the debated questions 

involved in determining a particular gospel’s provenance, and it will not theorize about conflicts 

in Matthew’s community that might lead to such characterizations.139 Instead, it focuses on 

restricting our concerns to how Matthew’s composition portrays Jewish identity. By skipping 

over the question of Matthew’s community, we can focus our attention on the text without 

concern for whether we are engaging in too much mirror reading. 

Understanding the concerns embedded in the text is of vital importance. Prime among 

these concerns is whether Matthew views Jewish identity as negative, neutral, or positive—and 

whether this assessment changes depending on an individual character’s commitment (or lack 

thereof) to Jesus of Nazareth. While the Two Sons deals with Jesus’s Jewish opponents, reception 

history has extended the critique to all Jews, so it is necessary to be able to evaluate Matthew’s 

view of how this pericope has been received in order to determine whether Matthew would 

approve of expanding his critique of the Jewish opponents to include other Jews. This question is 

interwoven with how Matthew views gentiles and whom Matthew blames for the death of Jesus. 

The Jewish opponents' role in shaping Matthew’s narrative is connected to this sequence of 

questions. This chapter will argue that Matthew sees positive value in Jewish identity regardless 

of the individual’s response to Jesus. However, Matthew views being a Jesus-following Jew as 

 
139 On the possible provenances for Matthew, see Brown, Introduction to the New 

Testament, 212-216; Carson and Moo, Introduction to the New Testament, 151-152; Hagner, New 

Testament, 214-215. 



70 
 

vastly superior to being a non-Jesus-following Jew. Matthew expresses an intense animosity 

towards the Jewish opponents, but this animosity is not directed towards the Jewish population at 

large.  

 

4.2. MATTHEW’S NEGATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

 

While Matthew holds a high view of the Jewish Scriptures and tradition, the question of 

how he views the Jewish people is less clear. Kenneth Clark argued that Matthew’s polemic 

represents both a complete rejection of the Jewish people and a rejection of the view that a Jew 

must have written Matthew due to the composition’s respect for the Torah.140 He reasoned that a 

Jew would not “be found writing a gospel whose theme is the definite and final rejection of 

Israel by her God.” He further reasons that since a first-century Jew would “not feel the need to 

renounce Judaism in order to confess belief in Jesus Christ,” the gospel must reflect “the 

viewpoint of a gentile.”141 Clark is correct when he asserts that a first-century Jew would not 

need to reject Jewish identity to be a follower of Jesus. However, the first assumption—that 

Matthew presents a total rejection of the Jewish people—is on much less solid footing. 

Clark argues that the Great Commission (28:16-20) represents the “main theme” of the 

Gospel: the movement away from Jewish particularism to a predominantly Gentile Christianity 

that “has displaced Judaism with God as the true Israel.”142 For Clark, this point is made evident 

 
140 Kenneth W. Clark, “The Gentile Bias in Matthew,” Journal of Biblical Literature 66.2 

(1947): 165-172. 

 
141 Clark, “Gentile Bias in Matthew,” 166. 

 
142 Clark, “Gentile Bias in Matthew,” 165-166. 
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in a series of parables, including the Two Sons (21:28-32), the Tenants (21:33-43), the Wedding 

Banquet (22:1-14), the Ten Virgins (25:1-13), the Talents (25:14-30), and the Sheep and Goats 

(25:31-46).143  

Clark incorrectly reads these parables in terms of Jews and gentiles. In the Parable of the 

Two Sons, readers encounter two sons who receive instructions from their father to work in the 

vineyard. One son is verbally compliant, but the other is physically compliant. Nothing in the 

parable or its frame suggests a concern for ethnicity; indeed, the frame gives the referents as the 

Jewish opponents and the “socially despised.”144 The parable is, therefore, better read not as a 

rejection of the Jewish people but as a division between the Jewish opponents and the Jews 

understood to be sinners.145 

For Clark, in the Parable of the Tenants (21:33-43), the original tenants are the Jews, and 

the new tenants are the gentiles. Yet, much like the preceding passage, the immediate literary 

context speaks of a division between Jews, with the leaders criticized and the common people 

(the “sinners” of the preceding pericope) approved. Indeed, in this case, it is even more explicit 

as the Pharisees and the chief priests are identified as the audience in 21:45.146 Interpreters are 

 
143 Clark, “Gentile Bias in Matthew,” 165-166. 

 
144 Amy-Jill Levine, The Social and Ethnic Dimensions of Matthean Salvation History: 

Go Nowhere Among the Gentiles, Studies in the Bible and Early Christianity, number 14 

(Lewiston: Edwin Mellen Press, 1988), 205. 

 
145 Levine, Social and Ethnic Dimensions of Matthean Salvation History, 204-206; see 

also Konradt, Gospel According to Matthew, 318-319; J. Andrew Overman, Church and 

Community in Crisis: The Gospel according to Matthew, The New Testament in Context (Valley 

Forge: Trinity Press International, 1996), 296-297.  

 
146 Konradt, Gospel According to Matthew, 320-325; Levine, Social and Ethnic 

Dimensions of Matthean Salvation History, 206-211; Levine, “Anti-Judaism and the Gospel of 

Matthew,” 30-31; Levine, “Matthew and Anti-Judaism,” 414; Overman, Church and Community 

in Crisis, 297-302. 
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led astray by the statement that the vineyard will be given to another ἔθνος who will properly 

produce fruit. This word can be translated as “nation,” which could support Clark’s argument, 

but here, it appears to carry the sense of a “certain group of people” (i.e., those who follow God). 

Konradt observes that Xenophon used “ἔθνος” to describe ballad singers (Symposium 3.6), while 

Dio Chrysostom used it to describe flute players, actors, boxers, and other such groups 

(Discourse 66). Overman observes that Plato used “ἔθνος” to mean social class (Republic 

4.421c) and comments, “Ethnos can refer to a guild or union, a group or community, company, or 

body of people living together.” In this pericope, the frame—particularly 21:45-21:46, where the 

Jewish opponents recognize that the parables are being spoken against them—clarifies that an 

intra-Jewish division is in view; hence, the term should carry the sense described by Konradt and 

Overman instead of the meaning “a different nation.”147 The passage only concerns the rejection 

of the Jewish opponents. 

For Clark, in the Parable of Ten Virgins (25:1-13), the five women who have extra oil 

represent the gentiles, and the five women without additional oil are the Jews. Because the five 

women without oil depart to buy more oil, they miss the bridegroom's arrival and fail to enter the 

feast representative of God’s kingdom. Again, nothing in the parable or its frame suggests that 

we should read the parable in ethnic categories. The parable is framed by two other pericopes 

that address a dichotomy of faithfulness versus faithlessness.148 The preceding parable contrasts 

two different house managers (24:45-51). One works diligently, but the other does not because 

 
147 Konradt, Gospel According to Matthew, 322-323; and Overman, Church and 

Community in Crisis, 302-304. 

 
148 Levine, The Social and Ethnic Dimensions of Matthean Salvation History, 229-232. 

See also Overman, Church and Community in Crisis, 341-342. Overman sees the parable as a 

“warning to the community itself,” thereby rejecting any sense of Jew versus gentile. 
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he believes that the master will not return in the immediate future. The pericope praises the house 

manager who worked diligently but judges the irresponsible manager as a hypocrite who is cast 

out where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth. The pericope following the Ten Virgins, the 

Parable of the Talents, likewise praises characters for their deeds. The frame of the Ten Virgins 

suggests that the basis for judging between the two groups of women is not ethnicity but 

preparedness. 

According to Clark, the Parable of the Talents (25:14-30) contributes to the theme of 

Jewish rejection. The parable describes a master who entrusts money to three enslaved persons. 

He finds that two have doubled the money, but the third hid the money and then returned the 

money he received to his master. The master rejects this third individual for not making proper 

use of that with which he had been entrusted. For Clark, the man who hid his talent represents 

the Jews, while the first two individuals represent the gentiles. Again, nothing in the parable 

codes the characters as representing Jews or gentiles; they are part of the same household. 

Instead, the parable concerns being ready for the Parousia.149 The passage is not connected to the 

condemnation of the Pharisees and scribes; instead, the passage “denounces in vivid terms 

church members who—to extend the metaphor of [Matthew] chapter five—put their lamp under 

a bushel rather than allow it to shine before all.”150 

Regarding the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats (25:31-46), Clark states the parable 

continues the Jewish rejection theme. The parable describes a judgment scene where the Son of 

Man divides the moral sheep from the condemned immoral goats who do not care for the “least 

 
149 France, The Gospel of Matthew, 950-957; Konradt, The Gospel According to Matthew, 

352-354; Overman, Church and Community in Crisis, 344-346. 

 
150 Levine, Social and Ethnic Dimensions of Matthean Salvation History, 232-233. 
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of these.” Matthew describes this scene as consisting of πάντα τὰ ἔθνη, “all the nations” or 

perhaps “all the gentiles” (25:32). Those who wish to read it as “all the gentiles” suggest that the 

Jews have been condemned before the start of this scene, perhaps at Matthew 19:28, where Jesus 

tells his disciples that they will sit on twelve thrones and judge the twelve tribes of Israel. Levine 

counters this suggestion by observing that the eschatological discourse of Matthew 24 uses ἔθνος 

to mean “nation,” inclusive of the Jews (24:7), and that the same understanding of the term 

would be required here given the same theological and literary context.151 Moreover, since 

judgment is based on action as opposed to ethnic identity, the pericope contains a universalistic 

character, which requires a more inclusive understanding of ἔθνος.152 She concludes that the 

parable describes a situation in which “salvation is obtained by those of all the nations” when 

individuals “demonstrate their faith by doing good works. Group membership, be it through the 

synagogue, the church, or gentile descent, is no guarantee of salvation.”153 As such, the use of 

Matthew 25:31-46 to argue for the rejection of the Jewish people is flawed. 

 
151 Levine, Social and Ethnic Dimensions of Matthean Salvation History, 234-235. She 

states that the term “must be analyzed each time it appears, and the universalistic/eschatological 

thrust of this section of the gospel commends the reading ‘nations’ rather than ‘gentiles.’ Because 

the connection drawn within the eschatological discourse (24:7) between kingdoms and ‘nations’ 

includes Palestine—this country is not merely a kingdom, it is one that had recently ‘risen up 

against [another] kingdom’—it is more likely that a consistent translation of the term ἔθνη as 

‘nation’ rather than ‘gentile’ is here warranted.” 

 
152 Levine, Social and Ethnic Dimensions of Matthean Salvation History, see p.4 for the 

description of the “social axis” and p. 236 for the relevance of the social axis to this parable. 

 
153 Levine, Social and Ethnic Dimensions of Matthean Salvation History, 239. For other 

interpretations which see Jew and Gentile alike in this judgment scene, see France, Gospel of 

Matthew, 957-967; Konradt, Gospel According to Matthew, 375-380; Overman, Church and 

Community in Crisis, 347-352 (see 406-408). While there is disagreement over the meaning of 

“τῶν ἀδελφῶν μου τῶν ἐλαχίστων” (“the least of these siblings of mine”), there is agreement that 

“πάντα τὰ ἔθνη” (“all the nations”) includes both Jews and gentiles. 
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Four other passages are also crucial to this discussion. First is Jesus’s warning in 

Matthew 10:17 that his disciples would be flogged in “their synagogues” (“ταῖς συναγωγαῖς 

αὐτῶν”). There are two important observations that we must consider. First, the language creates 

separation between Jesus’s disciples and some segment of the Jewish population: Matthew 

speaks of “their synagogues” instead of “your synagogues” or “the synagogues.” Matthew alters 

the text of Mark 13:9, which reads, “in synagogues you will be beaten” (“εἰς συναγωγὰς 

δαρήσεσθε”) to create this separation. However, the disciples are still subject to synagogue 

discipline, which indicates that they are still part of the Jewish community. The answer to who 

the “they” are in the expression “their synagogues” is found earlier in the verse; the synagogues 

are of the συνέδριον (“council”). These would be local councils of Jewish authorities that govern 

individual communities.154 This discussion should not be construed to mean that the councils 

somehow control the synagogues but that those with social, political, and religious power are 

pictured as being united against the Jesus movement. The separation described is one of power, 

with the implicit condemnation being directed not toward the Jewish community as a whole but 

the Jewish opponents, who are described as being the ones with all the power.  

Second is the infamous blood curse of Matthew 27:25, where “all the people” proclaim 

their culpability in the death of Jesus.155 The text is more critical of the Jewish opponents who 

 
154 Craig S. Keener, A Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1999), 322; Konradt, Gospel According to Matthew, 162; John Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew: 

A Commentary on the Greek Text, The New International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 423. Keener suggests that these councils consisted of town elders and 

local priests. 

 
155 For a discussion of this passage and the related issues, see John Kampen, “The 

Problem of Christian Anti-Semitism and a Sectarian Reading of the Gospel of Matthew: The 

Trial of Jesus,” in Anders Runesson and Daniel M. Gurtner (eds.), Matthew within Judaism: 

Israel and the Nations in the First Gospel (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature Press, 2020), 

392; Konradt, Gospel According to Matthew, 417-420; Levine, Social and Ethnic Dimensions of 
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persuaded the fickle crowd—who welcomed Jesus to Jerusalem in the triumphal entry and sided 

with him in the Temple controversies in Matthew 21—to ask for Jesus’s death (27:20). 

Moreover, the reference to “πᾶς ὁ λαὸς” in 27:25, where “all the people” proclaim that Jesus’s 

blood is on them and their children refers back to the crowd in 27:20. Perhaps we should see this 

as corporate guilt for the Jewish people with such blood avenged in the destruction of the temple. 

More likely, irony is in play for Matthew; the blood of Jesus is “poured out for the forgiveness of 

many” (26:28) as an atoning sacrifice and is paradoxically received by the people with salvific 

power so that the prophecy that Jesus “will save his people” (1:21) becomes viable.156 Any blame 

in the text is held primarily by the Jewish opponents, who demonstrate their power over the 

people. Matthew’s composition is attempting to maximize the effectiveness of Jesus’s ministry to 

his people and minimize any hurdles to further evangelization of those people; however, the 

effectiveness and consequences of this rhetorical strategy are far from clear. 

Third is Matthew 28:11-15 where the chief priests and elders instruct the guards to say 

that the disciples stole Jesus’s body.157 While the passage explains the rejection of Matthew’s 

message, Matthew’s composition does not blame the Jewish people as a whole for the 

community’s struggle to attract new members but instead places this blame, once again, on the 

Jewish opponents.  

 

Matthean Salvation History, 261-271; Levine, “Anti-Judaism and the Gospel of Matthew,” 33-

35; Levine, “Matthew and Anti-Judaism,” 414-415; Overman, Church and Community in Crisis, 

381-384. 

 
156 Timothy B. Cargal, “His Blood be Upon Us and Upon Our Children: A Matthean 

Double Entendre?” New Testament Studies, 37.1 (1991): 101-112, especially pp.109-110. 

 
157 France, Gospel of Matthew, 1103-1106; Konradt, Gospel According to Matthew, 438-

440; Overman, Church and Community in Crisis, 400-402. 
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Matthew 28:15 states that because of the actions of the Jewish opponents and the guards, 

the rumor that the disciples stole Jesus’s body continues to persist among “the Jews” 

(“Ἰουδαίοις”). One could interpret this term as the author distancing himself from the Jewish 

community. However, Matthew is not John. While John frequently uses the term in a negative 

sense, Matthew does not. Matthew uses the term four other times, each time as part of the phrase 

“King of the Jews” (2:2, 27:11, 27:29, and 27:37), each time by a gentile. The term does not 

carry a negative connotation in these other situations, so we should be hesitant about reading 

such a connotation into 28:15. It is not “the Jews” who concoct the plan, but instead, according 

to Matthew, “the Jews” are the victims of the plan as the authorities lied to them. The verse only 

indicates that this explanation was widely known in Jewish circles.158 Matthew is not rejecting 

“the Jews” or his own potential Jewish identity by using this term in this explanation. That the 

term appears four times in the narrative from gentiles has less to do with a division between Jews 

and gentiles and more to do with gentiles recognizing Jesus as King (even if mockingly in some 

of these passages). We cannot compare the various usages of the term as they are not the same; 

after all, the fact that it occurs as part of the same phrase every other time—but not here—

suggests that we should not look for some overarching connection between all five of the 

occurrences. 

Finally, regarding the Great Commission in 28:18-20, where Jesus instructs his followers 

to make disciples “of all nations” (“πάντα τὰ ἔθνη”), Clark argues that the phrase means that 

 
158 Konradt, Gospel According to Matthew, 439-440; Nolland, Gospel of Matthew, 1257-

1258; and Overman, Church and Community in Crisis, 401-402. Overman writes, “The Greek 

term Ioudaios was a common title or term applied to Jews by other Jews in Greco-Roman 

inscriptions. Also, Josephus, for example, will often refer to Ioudaioi when describing the Jews 

as they gathered to fight, deliberate, or rebel. Josephus was certainly a Jew and thought of 

himself as part of the Jewish people. While the meaning of this term is far from absolute, it does 

not suggest that Matthew was a gentile and is here slandering the Jews.” 
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Jesus is instructing his disciples to go to all the gentiles while excluding the Jews.159 Yet nowhere 

does Jesus retract his earlier commission for his disciples to preach to the “lost sheep of the 

house of Israel” (10:6). Therefore, even if 28:19 is understood to refer only to gentiles, this 

commission represents their inclusion.160 Equally possible is that the phrase refers to “all the 

nations” with the intention of including both Jew and gentile.161 There is no rejection of the 

Jewish people here nor elsewhere in Matthew. While Matthew rejects the Jewish opponents, the 

Jewish people as a whole remain the people of God and a special focus of Matthew’s message. 

The Two Sons frame informs us that we are dealing with an intra-Jewish debate, with the 

closest referents being the “socially despised” Jews representing the son, who repenting worked 

in the vineyard, and the Jewish opponents representing the son who promised obedience but 

failed to work.162 However, we must ask if these two groups could represent larger segments of 

the population, such as Jews and (anachronistically) Christians, or a second possibility that better 

fits with Matthew’s context—Jews who follow Jesus and Jews who do not. The possibility that 

the two groups could represent Jews and Christians appears to be anachronistic and so unlikely; 

 
159 Clark, “Gentile Bias in Matthew,” 166. He translates 28:19 as “Go and make disciples 

of all the gentile peoples.” 

 
160 Levine, Social and Ethnic Dimensions of Matthean Salvation History, 165-192; Amy-

Jill Levine, “Matthew and Anti-Judaism,” Currents in Theology and Mission 34.6 (2007): 409-
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Universalism,” 121-124; Terrence L. Donaldson, “‘Nations,’ ‘Non-Jewish Nations,’ or ‘Non-

Jewish Individuals’: Matthew 28:19 Revisited,” in Anders Runesson and Daniel M. Gurtner 

(eds.), Matthew within Judaism: Israel and the Nations in the First Gospel (Atlanta: Society of 

Biblical Literature Press, 2020), 169-194. See also Konradt, Gospel According to Matthew, 443-
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the result is inclusive of all people given the earlier commission. 

 
161 France, Gospel of Matthew, 1114-1118; Konradt, Gospel According to Matthew, 443-

444; Overman, Church and Community in Crisis, 402-411. 

 
162 Levine, Social and Ethnic Dimensions of Matthean Salvation History, 205. 
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however, final judgment on this possibility must wait for us to complete this chapter’s analysis. 

The chance that the two groups could represent Jews who follow Jesus and Jews who do not is 

more plausible. 

In assessing this second possibility, we must consider Matthean soteriology. For John and 

Paul, there is no salvation apart from faith in Jesus as Messiah. However, once again, we must 

state that Matthew is neither John nor Paul. Matthew heavily mutes the theme of faith in Jesus as 

the means of salvation.163 Instead, salvation is determined by righteous living. For example, in 

7:21-23 individuals tell Jesus that they prophesied, cast out demons, and performed other 

miracles in his name, but Jesus rejects them because they have not lived righteously. The passage 

exemplifies that faithful living is necessary even if one’s Christology is right. The passage is 

ambiguous about whether faithful living with incorrect Christology is adequate for Matthew, 

although the preceding pericope (7:15-20) regarding recognizing whether a tree is good or bad 

based on the fruit it produces suggests that faithful living apart from proper Christology might be 

adequate for Matthew. The second passage is unambiguous. In 25:31-46, the Parable of the 

Sheep and the Goats, individuals are judged based on their righteousness and good deeds. 

Indeed, some of the Sheep are surprised to learn that they have shown allegiance to God by 

showing mercy to others. Levine concludes that the parable is suggestive of salvation apart from 

Christology in Matthew.164 

 
163 Although perhaps Matthew 11:27 should be read in this fashion. The passage states: 

“All things have been given to me by my Father, and no one knows the Son except the Father; 

nor does anyone know the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son decides to reveal 

him.” 

 
164 Levine, Social and Ethnic Dimensions of Matthean Salvation History, 239. 
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If Matthew thinks of salvation in terms of faithful living largely apart from Christology, 

as argued above, then there is no reason to suppose that the two sons can be more broadly 

categorized as Jews who follow Jesus and Jews who do not. Indeed, the parable's actual wording 

is indicative of this point as the contrast is more precisely between those who responded to John 

the Baptist’s message of repentance and those who did not. 

Matthew could have contrasted the Jewish opponents and Jesus’s disciples, but he did not 

do so. All these facts suggest that Matthew does not have a negative view of the Jewish populace 

as a whole. He does not speak about the total rejection of the Jews. While Matthew thinks that all 

Jews should come to know Jesus as the fulfillment of their tradition, he does not condemn Jews 

who do not follow Jesus. Instead, Matthew opposes the Jewish opponents who opposed Jesus 

and who now oppose his message.165 Indeed, Matthew has a positive perspective on the value of 

Jewish heritage, albeit he often expresses it in the form of backhanded compliments. It is to this 

perspective that we now turn in our study. 

 

4.3. MATTHEW’S POSITIVE PERSPECTIVE 

 

Matthew offers a positive view regarding Jewish tradition in the composition, leading to 

the claim that Matthew is more Jewish than the other New Testament Gospels of Mark, Luke, or 

 
165 Adela Yarbro Collins, “Polemic Against the Pharisees in Matthew 23,” in Joseph 

Sievers and Amy-Jill Levine (eds.), The Pharisees, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2021), 148-169; 

Konradt, Gospel According to Matthew, 340-352; Overman, Church and Community in Crisis, 

319-326; J. Andrew Overman, Matthew’s Gospel and Formative Judaism: The Social World of 

the Matthean Community (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990), 141-149; Anthony J. Saldarini, 

Matthew's Christian-Jewish Community, Chicago Studies in the History of Judaism (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1994), 46-52. 
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John.166 Such features include structuring Jesus’s genealogy into groups of fourteen so that it 

shouts “David” through its use of gematria. Other features include the statement by Jesus that he 

“has not come to abolish the Law or Prophets” and that “not one letter or mark will disappear 

from the Law until everything is fulfilled” (5:17-18). Another example would be Matthew’s 

omitting Mark’s statements that Jesus declared all foods clean (compare Mark 7:17-23 with 

Matthew 15:16-20). While these remarkable features demonstrate a high regard for the Jewish 

tradition, they do not get to the heart of how Matthew views Jewish individuals. Instead, when 

making the case for a positive portrayal of the Jewish people in Matthew, this work will examine 

Matthew’s statements and descriptions regarding the Jewish people, where we will find 

consistently positive sentiments often hidden under readings that, on the surface, appear to be 

negative. 

Anders Runesson argues that “Matthew makes best first-century sense if read within a 

Jewish ethnoreligious interpretive frame, that is, the gospel should be defined simply as a Jewish 

text, not as Christian, or Jewish-Christian, or non-/anti-Jewish narrative.”167 This statement 

reflects Runesson’s intra muros perspective, but he has pushed the evidence too far in making 

such a strong statement. Nevertheless, his arguments would be suitable for a more moderate 

 
166 On these features being used to advance Matthew as the “most Jewish” of the Gospels 

and the problems involved in reaching such a conclusion, see Amy-Jill Levine, “Matthew, Mark, 

and Luke: Good News or Bad,” in Paula Fredriksen and Adele Reinhartz (eds.) Jesus, Judaism, 

and Christian Anti-Judaism: Reading the New Testament after the Holocaust, (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2002), 87-88. Regarding the use of “David” as a gematria in the 

genealogy, see W. D. Davies and Dale C. Allison, Matthew: A Shorter Commentary, edited by 

Dale C. Allison (London: T&T Clark International, 2004), 4; and Turner, Matthew, 57.  

 
167 Runesson, “Aspects of Matthean Universalism,” 107. More reasonable is his next 

statement: “In terms of the inception history of the text, there is, in my opinion, nothing in the 

text itself that may have caused either insiders or outsiders to view the gospel as anything other 

than a particular expression of Judaism, encouraging a lifestyle that was distinctly Jewish.” 
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conclusion along the same lines. His arguments demonstrate that Matthew holds a high view of 

the Jewish tradition and the Jewish people—from this, he concludes that the composition reflects 

an intra muros perspective. Yet one need not accept Runesson’s conclusion to appreciate the 

argument that he puts forth; that is, one can hold to an extra muros position and still agree that 

Matthew reflects a high view of Jewish tradition. Significant for this study is not the status of 

Matthew vis-à-vis the Jewish community but the views expressed in the text regarding the Jewish 

community.168 In seeking to establish Matthew’s positive perspective regarding the Jewish 

people, we shall examine two aspects of Runesson’s argument: (1) that Matthew praises Jewish 

conduct, and (2) that Matthew praises non-Jews for stimulating Jews to greater faith and 

obedience. 

Runesson observes that Matthew consistently portrays non-Jewish behavior as the 

opposite of God’s will, listing Matthew 5:47, 6:7, and 6:32 as examples.169 In 5:47, Jesus states 

that even gentiles (ἐθνικοὶ) greet and show love to those with whom they are close. In 6:7, Jesus 

commands his followers not to babble (βατταλογέω) in their prayers as do the ἐθνικοί. In 6:32, 

Jesus encourages his disciples not to worry about concerns such as food and clothing, stating that 

the gentiles (ἔθνη) are preoccupied with such matters. For Runesson, such statements indicate 

that Matthew’s audience was composed of Jews, but we need not share his conviction to 

appreciate his point that non-Jewish behavior is not commendable.170  

 
168 I hold to the position that Matthew views himself and his community as part of the 

Jewish community, but this does not mean that the wider Jewish community necessarily would 

agree with Matthew’s claim that he and his community are part of the Jewish community. 

 
169 Runesson, “Aspects of Matthean Universalism,” 108. 

 
170 France, Gospel of Matthew, 227, comments: “By using traditional Jewish terms 

[‘gentiles’ and ‘tax collectors’] for those whom they regarded as at the bottom of the moral scale, 

Jesus underlines how basic a human instinct this is: everyone looks after their own. Underlying 
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Runesson observes that Matthew continues this theme in 18:17 and 20:25-27.171 In 18:17, 

Jesus instructs his followers that if a fellow disciple fails to repent when confronted with 

wrongdoing, the ekklesia is to treat the erring disciple as an ἐθνικός. In 20:25-27, Jesus observes 

that gentile rulers (“οἱ ἄρχοντες τῶν ἐθνῶν”) use their authority to exert their influence over 

others, but that his disciples should lead by serving others. Again, we do not need to follow 

Runesson’s conclusion to appreciate how Matthew uses gentile behavior as a negative foil for 

what Jesus seeks from his disciples. Moreover, Matthew contrasts the non-Jewish behavior in 

such a way that the opposite, the ideal behavior, can only be assumed to be Jewish behavior. In 

such a way, Matthew demonstrates a positive perspective towards Judaism and the Jewish 

people.  

Runesson finds that Matthew praises non-Jews to prompt Jews to a more profound 

commitment.172 Jesus praises the centurion in 8:10-13 for possessing a faith greater than what he 

found in Israel. While these are strong words of approval for the centurion, they also call for 

Israel to demonstrate or exceed this level of faith. In 11:20-24, Jesus compares the Jewish towns 

of Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum to the gentile cities of Tyre, Sidon, and Sodom and states 

that these cities would have repented if presented with his signs and ministry. While this 

statement functions to criticize these Jewish towns, it does so on the presumption that they 

should have been more receptive than gentile cities. A similar theme appears in 12:38-42, where 

Jesus states that the citizens of Nineveh and the Queen of the South will condemn his opponents 

 

the form of these questions is the assumption first that the life of the disciple is meant to be 

different, special, extraordinary, and secondly that there is a reward for a life lived by this higher 

standard of love.” 

 
171 Runesson, “Aspects of Matthean Universalism,” 108-109. 

 
172 Runesson, “Aspects of Matthean Universalism,” 113-116. 
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since they repented when confronted with a lesser ministry. The logic not only elevates Jesus 

over Jonah and Solomon but also critiques the Jewish audience for not responding as well as did 

the gentiles when, as Jews, they should have been more receptive.173 Runesson summarizes his 

convincing case for Matthew’s positive perspective on Judaism, “The negative statements about 

individual Jews, or individual Jewish cities, also show that, for Matthew, just as belonging to the 

non-Jewish world was negative, being Jewish was something positive; Jews qua Jews could be 

expected to know God’s will.”174 When combining Runesson’s arguments with the traditional 

arguments discussed earlier, we have a strong case for viewing Matthew as having a positive 

perspective on Jewish tradition and people. 

 

4.4. CONCLUSION: MATTHEW’S POSITION AND INTERPRETATIVE RULES 

 

 Matthew has a positive perspective on Judaism and ordinary Jews. However, this positive 

picture does not extend to the Pharisees, chief priests, elders, scribes, and Sanhedrin members 

 
173 Matthew 11:20-24 and 12:38-42 function as qal wahomer arguments. In each case, 

Jesus asserts that gentile towns or individuals would be better off because of their actual or 

hypothetical response. These arguments assume that if even gentiles would have responded, how 

much more should the Jews have responded, even more so when they were confronted with 

“something greater” as in 12:38-42. Even though these passages critique Jews and praise 

gentiles, they do so on the assumption that Jews are in a more advantageous position that has not 

been used. See Runesson, “Aspects of Matthean Universalism,” 114-115. He writes: “In other 

words, these examples of ‘positive comments’ about individual non-Jews are, in fact, evidence of 

a generalized negative view of non-Jews qua non-Jews. The positive comments serve, first and 

foremost, the purpose of shaming those Jews who did not accept Jesus as God’s agent and, 

consequently, neither prepared themselves for the coming kingdom.” 

 
174 Runesson, “Aspects of Matthean Universalism,” 115. 
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that Matthew portrays as Jesus’s Jewish opponents.175 Mark Allan Powell observes that from a 

narrative point of view, these opponents are flat characters as “all the traits attributed to them are 

consistent with the basic characteristic of ‘evil,’” and that in Matthew, “the religious leaders are 

characters whose evaluative point of view is never aligned with that of God and hence is never 

true. Whether their point of view is revealed on the ideological, phraseological, psychological, or 

spatial-temporal plane, the result is always the same: everything that they believe, say, think, or 

do is wrong.”176 For Matthew, these characters are his opponents and the objects of his 

discontentment.177 The problem of anti-Judaism—or antisemitism—arises when Matthew ceases 

to be read by a messianic community with a significant Jewish population and begins to be read 

 
175 Warren Carter, Matthew and the Margins: A Socio-Political and Religious Reading, 

Journal for the Study of the New Testament Supplement Series, number 204 (Sheffield: Sheffield 

Academic Press, 2000); Levine, Social and Ethnic Dimensions of Matthean Salvation History; 

Konradt, Gospel According to Matthew; and Overman, Church and Community in Crisis. 

 
176 Mark Allan Powell, “The Religious Leaders in Matthew: A Literary-Critical 

Approach” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Union Theological Seminary in Virginia, 1988), 185 and 183, 

respectively. He expands upon the characteristic of “evil” by describing more specific 

characteristics, stating: “Of all the qualities subsumed under this root trait, the two that are most 

important for the leaders’ storyline are ‘hypocrisy’ and ‘spiritual blindness.’” See also Janice 

Capel Anderson, Matthew’s Narrative Web: Over, and Over, and Over Again, Journal for the 

Study of the New Testament Supplement Series, number 91 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 

Press, 1994), 98. She concurs, writing: “Although the Jewish leaders appear in many more 

passages than either John or Peter, there are few nuances in their characterization. As the 

Gospel’s principal antagonist, they are flat characters, types. They are a group of wicked, 

hypocritical enemies of Jesus. The implied reader is not led to feel sympathy for them.” 

 
177 Anderson, Matthew’s Narrative Web, 97-98, notes, “There are various names given to 

the sub-groups which from the character group, the Jewish Leaders. However, the way these 

terms are used indicates that there are no sharp distinctions between the sub-groups. All of the 

sub-groups are portrayed as representatives of the Jewish establishment. It should be noted that 

‘the Jewish Leaders’ is a designation for a Matthean character group, not for any actual Jewish 

leaders past or present.” 
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by an overwhelmingly gentile Christian community.178 This circumstance of history leads to a 

theology that insists that Matthew rejects the Jewish people and Jewish tradition, a theology that 

is foreign to Matthew and his composition.  

 Reflecting on Matthew’s position regarding the Jewish people, practices, and beliefs, as 

well as on our previous discussions regarding parable interpretation and textual criticism, we can 

stipulate three rules that will help us analyze the parable of the Two Sons. First, allegorical 

interpretation has a limited role in interpreting the parables. Any proper allegorical interpretation 

should be understandable in its historical setting. This principle would mean that anachronistic 

interpretations, such as reading the parable as discussing Jews and Christians, would be invalid 

since Christianity did not yet exist as a different and distinct movement from Judaism. As a 

corollary of the first rule, we can stipulate a second rule, postulating that any textual variant 

whose primary reason for being appears to be to draw a contrast between Judaism and 

Christianity would not belong to the initial text.179 While determining a variant’s primary reason 

for being is a nebulous task, we can draw upon that particular variant’s history of interpretation 

to guide us in our observations. This second rule, however, in and of itself should not be solely 

 
178 Levine, “Anti-Judaism and the Gospel of Matthew,” 9 and 36, understands Matthew as 

having “an anti-Jewish component” but that “there is less anti-Judaism in Matthew’s text than 

has sometimes been suggested.” Moreover, the anti-Jewish component does not condemn “Jews 

as a people or race.” 

 
179 A distinction between Jesus-followers and Jews who do not follow Jesus is possible, 

but a total rejection of the Jewish people as Jews is not, as it fails to pass our rule regarding 

historical plausibility. Moreover, Matthew maintains a positive outlook regarding Jewish 

individuals who have no commitment to the Jesus movement as long as those individuals are not 

actively opposing Jesus or his disciples. When Jesus states in Matthew 12:30, “Whoever is not 

with me is against me,” the harshness of the logion is moderated by its presence in a polemical 

setting. Moreover, since Matthew pictures salvation as based on righteousness separate from 

Christology, the impact of the statement as it relates to Matthew's view on the value of Jewish 

identity is unclear.  
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relied upon, given its subjective nature. Our third and final rule stipulates that since Matthew 

holds a positive view of the Jewish tradition and people as a whole (excluding the Jewish 

opponents), any variant whose interpretation belittles Judaism would not have belonged to the 

initial text. Using these rules alongside previously discussed methodologies, we shall examine 

the parable and its variants in the following chapters. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

THE PARABLE IN CODEX SINAITICUS 

 

 The most common form of our parable found in Greek manuscripts and in reconstructed 

published Greek New Testaments is the version found in Codex Sinaiticus and the Byzantine 

Majority Text. This chapter will argue that this form of the parable could be the initial text based 

on external and internal evidence. The chapter starts by considering Sinaiticus’s version as we 

seek to establish the pericope’s initial form. It next examines the history, tendencies, and 

authenticity of Sinaiticus, including reasons for dismissing the allegation that Sinaiticus is a 

nineteenth-century forgery. After defending the authenticity of Sinaiticus, the chapter will 

provide new data for the text-critical discussion by assessing the pregenealogical coherence of 

the form of the parable found in Sinaiticus and the Byzantine Majority Text. It will also 

investigate how one might read Sinaiticus’s version in the first-century Mediterranean world and 

what expectations might be involved in explaining the actions of the various characters. 

Turning to internal concerns, the chapter assesses how well this version aligns with 

Matthew’s interests by investigating how Sinaiticus’s telling enhances the Matthean theme of the 

“last being first and the first being last” and how well it fits Matthew’s broader theology 

regarding Judaism and whether the parable is inherently endorses replacement theology. Finally, 

we will draw these various lines of analysis together to show that this version of the parable has a 

strong case for being the initial form of the text. 
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5.1. NATURE OF CODEX SINAITICUS 

 

 As the prime witness to our first reading of the parable, Sinaiticus itself plays a 

significant role in evaluating the plausibility of the reading. Sinaiticus, the earliest complete copy 

of the New Testament, is a fourth-century uncial manuscript written on parchment made from 

calf and sheep skin, with the text of each page presented in four columns. While the scribes who 

produced it were not always the most strict and careful in their copying, Sinaiticus does preserve 

an ancient and generally reliable form of the text. Modern scholars propose that at least three 

different scribes (A, B, and D) were likely involved in transcribing the manuscript (Constantin 

Tischendorf, who first identified the scribes, had thought there were four, explaining the missing 

“C” scribe.)180 Scribe A wrote most of Matthew (942 verses), while Scribe D wrote the 

remainder (125 verses). Scribe A was responsible for the portion of Matthew containing our 

pericope.181 

 Scribe A, not the most responsible scribe in the history of transmission, made numerous 

errors. Gregory Paulson observes that Scribe A created 158 singular readings in his transcribing 

of Matthew, which averaged to one such occurrence every 6.75 verses. These errors are 

frequently cases of parablepsis (including haplography, dittography, and corrected leaps) and 

 
180 Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 107; Comfort, Encountering the 

Manuscripts, 77-79; D. C. Parker, Codex Sinaiticus: The Story of the World’s Oldest Bible 

(Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 2010), 1-10. Some scholars speculate that Scribe B might be 

two different scribes, bringing the number of total scribes back to four. See Parker, Codex 

Sinaiticus, 65; Gregory S. Paulson, Scribal Habits and Singular Readings in Codex Sinaiticus, 

Vaticanus, Ephraemi, Bezae, and Washingtonianus in the Gospel of Matthew, GlossaHouse 

Dissertation Series, volume 5 (Wilmore: GlossaHouse, 2018), 13. 

 
181 Paulson, Scribal Habits and Singular Readings, 13. 
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situations where the variant arises because the text is influenced by its literary context.182 It is 

possible Sinaiticus was transcribed at the same scriptorium and by some of the same scribes who 

produced Codex Vaticanus.183 Regardless of whether this identification is accepted, the text is 

firmly dated to the fourth century on paleographical grounds and reflects an even earlier textual 

tradition. For this reason, one can assert that “Codex Sinaiticus is always a key witness.”184 

 Codex Sinaiticus became known to the scholarly world due to the work of Constantin von 

Tischendorf, who discovered the manuscript of Sinaiticus in Saint Catherine’s Monastery near 

Mount Sinai in 1844. The significance of this manuscript, our earliest complete copy of the 

Greek New Testament, cannot be overstated, assuming that the manuscript is authentic. 

However, after Tischendorf announced his discovery, Constantine Simonides published a letter in 

The Manchester Guardian claiming that the manuscript was not an ancient witness to the New 

 
182 Paulson, Scribal Habits and Singular Readings, 13-26. Parablepsis refers to variants 

created by the scribe’s eye erring and losing their place in the manuscript. Haplography refers to 

accidentally skipping some of the text; Paulson cites 13:39 and 28:2-3 as examples in the text of 

Matthew found in Sinaiticus. Dittography is the accidental repeating of the text; Paulson cites 

7:26 and 11:19 as examples. Corrected leaps are situations where the scribe realizes that text was 

skipped and adds that material, but in so doing, places it out of sequence. Paulson gives 14:17 

and 18:19 as examples. As for being influenced by literary context, Paulson cites 5:39 and 9:12 

as examples. The examples listed here are partial, with Paulson including a much more extensive 

list. 

 
183 See Comfort, Encountering the Manuscripts, 78; H. J. M. Milne and T. C. Skeat, 

Scribes and Correctors of the Codex Sinaiticus (London: The British Museum, 1938), 89-90. 

Comfort states: “Milne and Skeat demonstrated that Scribe A of Codex Vaticanus was likely the 

same scribe as Scribe D of Codex Sinaiticus. If this is true, then א is contemporary with B—

perhaps produced in the same scriptorium in Alexandria.” While Milne and Skeat see several 

similarities between the two hands including various markings, contractions, peculiar spellings, 

and similar levels of accuracy—they do not identify these two scribes as the same, writing: 

“Even so, it would be hazardous to argue identity of the two hands (for one thing D’s use of the 

long-pronged omega in corrections seems an obstacle), but the identity of the scribal tradition 

stands beyond dispute.” 

 
184 Parker, Codex Sinaiticus, 103. 
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Testament text but was instead a recently created attempt by Simonides at producing a 

manuscript of apparent antiquity.185 While his claims created considerable discussion at the time, 

scholars are confident of the manuscript’s authenticity today. Simonides had a grudge against 

Tischendorf, who had previously exposed him as a forger of ancient manuscripts. Scholars also 

found it unlikely that one person could produce a manuscript with such ancient readings from 

readily available sources. More compelling: additional pages of Sinaiticus have been found at 

Saint Catherine’s Monastery in book bindings done in the first half of the 18th century before the 

time of Simonides.186 There can be no remaining question about the authenticity of the 

manuscript known today as Codex Sinaiticus.  

 

5.2. SINAITICUS’S VERSION OF THE PARABLE 

 

 In Sinaiticus’s version of the parable, the first son says that he will not do the work but 

does, the second son says that he will do the work but does not, and the Jewish opponents answer 

that it was the first son who did his father’s will. The Greek text of Sinaiticus and an English 

translation of Sinaiticus can be found in the following chart. 

  

 
185 On the history of Tischendorf, Sinaiticus, and Simonides, see Parker, Codex 

Sinaiticus, 127-147 and 151-152; J. K. Elliott, Codex Sinaiticus and the Simonides Affair: An 

Examination of the Nineteenth Century claim that Codex Sinaiticus was not an Ancient 

Manuscript (Thessaloniki: Patriarchal Institute for Patristic Studies, 1982).  

 
186 Nikolas Sarris, “The Discovery of a New Fragment from the Codex Sinaiticus,” 

Sinaiticus: The Bulletin of the Saint Catherine Foundation (2010): 13. The fragment of 

Sinaiticus consisting of Joshua 1:10 was found in the binding of Sinai Greek 2289, which is a 

“late seventeenth” or “early eighteenth-century book in an eighteenth-century binding.” There is 

also the case of fragments of Sinaiticus discovered in 1975 that might have been left behind 

when the library moved in 1734. On this point, see Parker, Codex Sinaiticus, 122-123. 
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Matthew 21:28-32 

Verse Codex Sinaiticus (01 ,א)187 English Translation 

28 Τί δὲ ὑμῖν δοκεῖ; ἄνθρωπος εἶχεν τέκνα 

δύο. [καὶ]188 προσελθὼν τῷ πρώτῳ 

εἶπεν, Τέκνον, ὕπαγε σήμερον ἐργάζου 

ἐν τῷ ἀμπελῶνι. 

But what do you think? A man had two 

sons [and] having come to the first, he 

said, “Son, go today, work in the 

vineyard.” 

29 ὁ δὲ ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν, Οὐ θέλω, ὕστερον 

[δὲ]189μεταμεληθεὶς ἀπῆλθεν. 

But answering, he said, “I will not,” [but] 

later having repented, he went. 

30 προσελθὼν δὲ τῷ ἑτέρῳ190 εἶπεν 

ὡσαύτως [ὁ δὲ ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν,]191 

Ἐγώ, κύριε καὶ οὐκ ἀπῆλθεν. 

Then having come to the other, he said 

similarly, [and answering he said,] “I, 

lord,” and he did not go. 

31 τίς ἐκ τῶν δύο ἐποίησεν τὸ θέλημα τοῦ 

πατρός; λέγουσιν, Ὁ πρῶτος. λέγει 

αὐτοῖς ὁ Ἰησοῦς, Ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν 

[ὅτι]192οἱ τελῶναι καὶ αἱ πόρναι 

προάγουσιν ὑμᾶς εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ 

θεοῦ. 

Which out of the two did the will of the 

father? They said, “The first.” Jesus said to 

them, “Amen, I say to you [that] the tax 

collectors and the prostitutes go before you 

into the kingdom of God. 

32 ἦλθεν γὰρ Ἰωάννης πρὸς ὑμᾶς ἐν ὁδῷ 

δικαιοσύνης καὶ οὐκ ἐπιστεύσατε αὐτῷ 

οἱ δὲ τελῶναι καὶ αἱ πόρναι ἐπίστευσαν 

αὐτῷ· ὑμεῖς δὲ ὲἰδόντες οὐ μετεμελήθητε 

ὕστερον τοῦ πιστεῦσαι αὐτῷ.  

For John came to you in the way of 

righteousness, and you did not believe 

him, but the tax collectors and the 

prostitutes believed him; and you, having 

seen, did not later repent to believe him. 

 

 This basic version of the text (with minor variations) appears in the current edition of the 

Nestle-Aland and other modern Greek New Testaments, such as the Tyndale House GNT and the 

Society of Biblical Literature GNT. It is also the version of the parable favored by majority-text 

 
187 For the text of Codex Sinaiticus, see Swanson, Ed., New Testament Greek 

Manuscripts: Variant Readings arranged in Horizontal Lines Against Codex Vaticanus—

Matthew, 207-209; see also the Codex Sinaiticius website (https://www.codexsinaiticus.org/en/ 

manuscript.aspx). 

 
188 Added to 01 by a corrector.  

 
189 Added to 01 by a corrector. 

 
190 Emended by a corrector to δευτέρῳ. 

 
191 Added to 01 by a corrector. 

 
192 Added to 01 by a corrector. 
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reconstructions of the Greek New Testament.193 High-order Greek witnesses, that is, the 

witnesses considered by critical editions to be the most substantial evidence for a given reading, 

containing this version of the parable (with minor variations) include: the 4th-century Codex 

Sinaiticus (01 ,א), 5th-century Codex Ephraemi Rescriptus (C, 05), 9th-century Codex Cyprius (K, 

017), 5th-century Codex Washingtonianus, (W, 032), 9th-century Codex Sangallensis (Δ, 037), 

and 9th-century Codex Petropolitanus (Π, 041).194 Other high-order supporting witnesses include 

manuscripts from early translations, including the 7th-century Latin Codex Valerianus (itq), 12th-

century Latin Codex Colbertinus (itc), manuscripts of the Latin Vulgate, Middle Egyptian Coptic, 

Syriac Curetonian Gospels (syrc), Syriac Peshitta (syrp), and the Syriac Harklensis (syrh).195 The 

Arabic Harmony of the Diatessaron also supports this form of the text; unfortunately, the exact 

wording has been brought more into agreement with the Peshitta, so its value as an independent 

witness to how Tatian knew the parable is questionable.196 Using the Manuscript Cluster tools 

 
193 See the reconstructed text in Maurice A. Robinson and William G. Pierpont, The New 

Testament in the Original Greek Byzantine Textform (Southborough: Chilton Book Publishing, 

2005), 47. 

 
194 For the textual evidence, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 312-316; 

Comfort, New Testament Text and Translation Commentary, 63-64; Metzger, Textual 

Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 55. For dates and other details regarding these 

witnesses, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 107-118; Comfort, Encountering the 

Manuscripts, 77-87. 

 
195 For the textual evidence, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 312-316; 

Comfort, New Testament Text and Translation Commentary, 63-64; Metzger, Textual 

Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 55. For dates and other details regarding these 

witnesses, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 192-200; H. A. G. Houghton, The 

Latin New Testament: A Guide to its Early History, Texts, and Manuscripts (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2016), 213, 217-218, and 283-285. 

 
196 For the text of the Arabic Harmony, see Hope W. Hogg, ed., “The Diatessaron of 

Tatian,” in Ante-Nicene Fathers, volume 9, fifth edition, edited by Allan Menzies, 35-138 (New 

York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1906), 94. On the Arabic Harmony’s text being brought into 
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made available by the Institut für Neutestamentliche Textforschung (INTF), we can analyze the 

Pregenealogical Coherence of the Greek textual evidence for this variant sequence, yielding the 

following results. 

Pregenealogical Coherence of Reading 1 (א)197 

High Order Witnesses Reading 1 (א) Reading 2 (B) Reading 3 (D) 

 B (1) [84.6%] None 03 [83.6%] (2) 892 א 01

04 C 031 (1) [91.4%] None None 

017 K 2193 (1) [97.8%] None None 

019 L 033 (1) [88.2%] None None 

037 Δ 09 (1) [94.1%] None None 

0102198 MT (1) [100.0%] None None 

0281199 892 (1) [100.0%] 03 B (3) [66.7%] 05 D (17) [50.0%] 

33 04 (1) [86.3%] 700 (7) [84.8%] None 

565 2193 (1) [95.7%] None None 

892 1582 (1) [86.1%] None None 

1241 034 (1) [90.0%] None None 

1424 517 (1) [91.6%] 2680 (22) [86.7%] None 

 

alignment with the Peshitta, see James W. Barker, Tatian’s Diatessaron: Composition, Redaction, 

Recension, and Reception (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), 7-8. 

 
197 The ranking reflects the exclusion of the Ausgangstext as a potential relative. While 

effort has been made to ensure this chart's accuracy, given the task's complexity, it is possible 

that a manuscript was missed or misplaced in the analysis. The data here should be considered 

provisional prior to the publication of the Editio Critica Maior volume for Matthew. 

Nevertheless, given that the results should not be followed mechanically and the limitations of 

the analysis, even if flawless, I expect that the results are sufficient to illustrate the textual 

tradition’s coherence. 

 
198 For this manuscript, the analysis uses Text und Textwert (TT) data rather than Parallel 

Pericopes (PP) data, as PP does not have any data for this manuscript. Since TT provides a 

longer list due to fewer constraints, only the top fifty results were considered. 

 
199 For this manuscript, the analysis uses Text und Textwert (TT) data rather than Parallel 

Pericopes (PP) data, as PP does not have any data for this manuscript. Since TT provides a 

longer list due to fewer constraints, only the top fifty results were considered. 
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Family 1-1582200 028 (2) [87.1%]201 700 (1) [87.3%]202 None 

Average (1.2) [91.7%] (6.8) [82.0%] (17) [50.0%] 

  

In creating this data, I have followed the methodology outlined by Gurry and 

Wasserman.203 The high-order witnesses are analyzed in the INTF’s Parallel Pericope 

database.204 The database returns a list of manuscripts with a higher shared percentage of text 

with the high-order witness than the high-order witness with the majority text. Each manuscript 

on the returned list is then checked to see which of the three major readings it supports, with the 

top manuscript supporting each reading noted in the table. For example, when checking 01 as a 

 
200 Family 1 is a group of manuscripts consisting of Minuscules 1, 22, 118, 131, 205, 209, 

872, 1192, 1210, 1278, 1582, 2193, and 2542 that are understood to be descended from a 

common archetype. Given that these manuscripts make up such a significant percentage of the 

high-order witnesses for this reading, I am treating them as a single witness in this analysis to 

present better how well reading one was transmitted through the manuscript tradition as a whole 

instead of how well the reading was transmitted through Family 1. I have selected Miniscule 

1582 to represent the family, given that of all the manuscripts within the family, it has the highest 

coherence with the prime witness to reading one. For more information on Family 1, see Amy S. 

Anderson, The Textual Tradition of the Gospels: Family 1 in Matthew, New Testament Tools and 

Studies, number 32 (Leiden: Brill, 2004). Anderson thinks Minuscule 1582 should replace 

Minuscule 1 as the “basic text in the reconstruction of the archetype” of the family (146-147). 

She holds this position due to the similarity of the manuscripts and the greater care of the scribe 

who produced Minuscule 1582. Since the family is being treated as a single witness, other 

members of the family are excluded from being 1582’s closest relative. 

 
201 This ranking excludes the other members of Family 1. 

 
202 This ranking excludes the other members of Family 1. 

 
203 Wasserman and Gurry, New Approach to Textual Criticism, 43-50; and Wasserman, 

“Historical and Philological Correlations,” 1-11. 

 
204 The Parallel Pericope database contains fewer manuscripts than does the Text und 

Textwert database, yet it compares the manuscripts in more places in determining the 

relationships. Therefore, conclusions drawn from the Parallel Pericope database are on more 

solid methodological grounds as more data rests behind the conclusions. At some points, this 

analysis had to rely on the Text und Textwert database to find a close potential relative due to the 

smaller number of manuscripts included in the Parallel Pericope database. Those cases are noted 

with footnotes. 
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high-order witness, the database returned a list in which 03 is the closest text other than the 

Ausgangstext—the technical term used for the initial text in the CBGM—(hence the “(1)” in the 

line “03 B (1) [84.6%]”) with the two texts sharing the same variant in Matthew 84.6% of the 

time; since 03 supports reading two, 03 is listed in the column for reading two and the row for 

01.205 The database also returned Minuscule 892 as the second closest text (hence the “(2)” in the 

line “892 (2) [83.6%]”), with the two texts sharing the same variant in Matthew 83.6% of the 

time; since 892 supports reading one, this is listed in the column for reading one and the row for 

01. The database did not find any manuscript that supported reading three and was more closely 

related to manuscript 01 than 01 is related to the majority text, so “None” was entered in the 

column for reading three and the row for 01. 

 Once this process has been completed for each high-order witness and the table is filled 

in with the data, the columns can then be averaged. While the resulting averages are not to be 

followed mechanically, given that situations where the methodology cannot find a manuscript 

supporting a given reading are not reflected in the averages, they present a general trend to be 

considered alongside other lines of evidence. In this case, on average, the high-order witnesses 

containing reading one are closer to other witnesses containing reading one (in spot 1.2 with 

91.7% in common) than they are to reading two (in spot 6.8 with 82.0% in common) and reading 

three (in spot 17 with 50.0% in common). These results indicate that Sinaiticus’s version of the 

parable has a high level of coherence with itself in the manuscript tradition. This coherence 

makes a solid argument for this reading being the initial text and indicates that reading one 

cannot be explained by multiple emergence.  

 
205 The percentages given in this chapter and the following chapters are the percent of 

times that the two texts share the same variant at the locations in which the Parallel Pericope 

database compares the manuscript and not the absolute percentage of shared variants. 
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5.3. THE INTERNAL LOGIC OF SINAITICUS’S PARABLE 

 

 Textual criticism cannot take place apart from exegesis, as the meaning of a text is 

inherently connected to its form and wording. Since this is the first time this study delves into the 

parable's meaning in any extended depth, this opening discussion preempts the usual procedure 

of analyzing how the parable’s sequence of events yields particular meanings by starting with a 

more general interpretation before moving on to the specific meaning of Sinaiticus’s reading. 

 Setting aside interpretations that involve any level of allegory for the moment, the 

parable's meaning is rather straightforward, and its point is not novel. The parable addresses a 

long-standing motif in Jewish thought of the importance of obedience over promises of 

obedience. This motif occurs in two later rabbinic parables that share the same theme. The first is 

from Exodus Rabbah 27.9: 

When God was about to give the Torah, no other nation but Israel would accept it. It can 

be compared to a man who had a field which he wished to entrust to métayers 

[sharecroppers]. Calling the first of these, he inquired: ‘Will you take over this field?’ He 

replied: ‘I have no strength; the work is too hard for me.’ In the same way, the second, 

third, and fourth declined to undertake the work. He called the fifth and asked him: ‘Will 

you take over this field?’ He replied, ‘Yes.’ ‘On the condition that you will till it?’ The 

reply was again ‘Yes.’ But as soon as he took possession of it, he let it lie fallow. With 

whom is the king angry? With those who declared: ‘We cannot undertake it,’ or with him 

who did undertake it, but no sooner undertook it than he left it lying fallow? Surely, with 

him who undertook it.206 

 

The second is a parable found in Deuteronomy Rabbah 7.4: 

If one learns the words of the Torah and does not fulfill them, his punishment is more 

severe than that of him, who has not learnt at all. It is like the case of a king who had a 

garden which he let out to two tenants, one of whom planted trees and cut them down, 

while the other neither planted any [trees] nor cut any down. With whom is the king 

angry? Surely with him who planted [trees] and cut them down. Likewise, whosoever 

 
206 S. M. Lehrman, ed., Exodus Midrash Rabbah (London: Soncino Press, 1939): 329. 
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learns the words of the Torah and does not fulfill them, his punishment is more severe 

than that of him who has never learnt at all.207 

 

 These two texts share a certain outlook with our parable. All three stories assert that 

obedience is more important than words and that one has the responsibility of living in 

accordance with Torah. While the two texts quoted above date from after the time of Jesus, there 

is little reason to think that such sentiments were not commonplace during Jesus’s time.  

Matthew’s parable continues this theme in that it raises the question of whether rude refusal 

(with no excuse offered) followed by obedience is preferable to deferential acceptance (the use 

of “κύριε” being more appropriate for an enslaved person than a son) followed by 

disobedience.208 For Matthew, the first is preferable: “Jesus’ concluding question asking which of 

the two has done the father’s will is so suggestive that only one answer is possible. It can only be 

the son who actually did something.”209 Recognizing that the son who worked in the vineyard is 

the one who did his father’s will does not help answer the question of whether the parable 

mentioned this son first or second. Likewise, nothing in these two rabbinic parables indicates a 

pattern as to where in the sequence the negative example should occur. To address the way in 

which the order of the sons impacts the parable, we must turn to a different line of analysis. 

 
207 J. Rabbinowitz, ed., Deuteronomy Midrash Rabbah (London: Soncino Press, 1939), 

135. 

 
208 On the differing levels of respect in the responses of the two sons, see R. Alan 

Culpepper, Matthew: A Commentary, The New Testament Library (Louisville: Westminster John 

Knox Press, 2021), 406; Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 14-28, Word Biblical Commentary, Volume 

33B (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995), 613; Ulrich Luz, Matthew 21-28: A Commentary, 

Hermeneia, translated by James E. Crouch (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), 30; Nolland, 

Gospel of Matthew, 861-862; Grant R. Osborne, Matthew, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary 

on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010), 780-781; Ben Witherington III, 

Matthew, Smyth and Helwys Bible Commentary (Macon: Smyth and Helwys Publishing, 2006), 

401-402. 

 
209 Luz, Matthew 21-28, 30. Italics original. 
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Figuring out the order of the sons could help decide between Sinaiticus and Bezae on the one 

hand or Vaticanus on the other, as they differ in what son does the work. 

 As previously mentioned, the Alands conclude that the first son must have said “No” for 

the father to ask the second son.210 While their adoption of this position carries significant 

weight, given their stature and roles in establishing the standard critical texts, they are not the 

first to make this argument. In 1901, Willoughby C. Allen wrote, “It might be argued that if the 

first son went, there was no occasion to summon the second.”211 While such reasoning would 

favor Sinaiticus’s telling over Vaticanus’s version, there is no conclusive reason why the father 

only needed or wanted one son to work in the vineyard. Consequently, the argument that the 

father asked the second son to work because the first son refused collapses, and this line of 

interpretation, which would see Sinaiticus’s form of the parable elevated over Vaticanus’s form, 

proves fruitless. 

 There is also the possibility of a relationship between the Parable of the Two Sons found 

in Matthew 21:28-32, and the Parable of the Prodigal Son found in Luke 15:11-32, a position 

already advocated by Jerome.212 Both parables depict a father whom one son disrespects. In the 

 
210 Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 315. 

 
211 Willoughby C. Allen, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel According 

to Saint Matthew, The International Critical Commentary (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 

1907), 229. I have not completed an exhaustive survey of older commentaries; therefore, this 

statement should only be understood as demonstrating the existence of this line of thinking prior 

to the work of the Alands. The statement should not be understood as claiming that Allen 

originated this argument. 

 
212 See Jerome’s comments on Matthew 21:28-32 in Book III of his Commentary on 

Matthew. See also J. Van Goudoever, “The Place of Israel in Luke’s Gospel,” Novum 

Testamentum 8.2 (1966): 111-123, especially p. 121; Michael D. Goulder, Luke: A New 

Paradigm, Volume 2, Journal for the Study of the New Testament Supplement Series, Number 

20 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1989), 609-614; Marc Rastoin, “Le Génie Littéraire et 
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case of Matthew 21:28-32, one son verbally refuses to do the requested work, whereas, in Luke’s 

parable, one son requests his inheritance early and subsequently wastes it.213 In both parables, the 

other son appears obedient and respectful of the father. In the case of the Two Sons, this apparent 

obedience is when the other son replies that he will work in the vineyard, whereas in the Prodigal 

Son, this apparent obedience occurs when the other son remains and continues to serve the 

father. Yet, in both parables, the seemingly disobedient son ends up being the approved example. 

In the Parable of the Two Sons, the son who verbally refused to work does do the work, whereas 

the son who said he would do the work failed to follow through. In the parable of the Prodigal 

Son, the son who wasted his inheritance repents and is reconciled with his father. In contrast, the 

son who remained with his father demonstrates an estrangement from the family by refusing to 

join the celebration at the return of his brother. 

 

Théologique de Luc en Lc 15.11-32 Éclairé par le Paralléle avec Mt 21.28-32,” New Testament 

Studies 60.1 (2014): 1-19. 

 
213 The propriety of asking for one’s inheritance early is ambiguous. Sirach 33:19-22 

advises one against handing out inheritance while still living. Regardless of how the early 

request for the inheritance would have been received, the squandering of the property would 

have been shameful. Witherington thinks that “the son has dishonored his generous and gracious 

parent,” while Levine questions whether his “dissolute living” rises to the level of sin. The text 

suggests that the son understands that, at the very least, he has disrespected his father based on 

his confession stating that he is no longer worthy to be considered a son (Luke 15:21). Although 

Levine would suggest that the language is emotionally manipulative rather than stating fact. See 

the discussions in John T. Carroll, Luke: A Commentary, New Testament Library (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2012), 315-316; Joel B. Green, The Gospel of Luke, New 

International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 579-580; 

Amy-Jill Levine and Ben Witherington III, The Gospel of Luke, New Cambridge Bible 

Commentary (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 417-420; Bruce J. Malina and 

Richard L. Rohrbaugh, Social Science Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 1992), 371-373; Charles H. Talbert, Reading Luke: A Literary and Theological 

Commentary, Reading the New Testament (Macon: Smyth and Helwys Publishing, 2012), 179-

181.  
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 If these two parables share a point of origin, they might also share a similar structure in 

the actions of the two sons. Using the Prodigal Son to solve the textual confusion in the Parable 

of The Two Sons yields the following argument. Since the first son mentioned appears to 

dishonor the father by wasting his inheritance but is ultimately the positive example in the 

Prodigal Son, then likewise, it should be the first son who shares this role in the Two Sons. 

Likewise, the argument would hold that the second son is the negative example. This reasoning 

would support Codex Sinaiticus’s version of Two Sons as the behavior and order of the sons in 

the Two Sons would be parallel to the behavior and order of the sons in the Prodigal Son.214  

There are two problems with the theory. First, we cannot demonstrate that the two 

parables share a historical or literary point of origin. Second, even if they were to share such a 

point, at least one of the two parables has been so thoroughly reworked that we could have little 

confidence that the order of sons (regarding which one is the approved example) is preserved 

between the two forms of the parable. The idea that the two parables share an origin does not 

help us in the interpretative and text-critical task.  

 More helpful is Mary Ann Tolbert’s structural analysis of the parable. Tolbert supports 

Sinaiticus’s sequence of the parable based on an alternating pattern of narrated discourse (ND) 

and direct discourse (DD) in a chiastic structure. 

Tolbert’s Structural Analysis of Parallel Plot Type Parables215 

Two Sons (Matthew 21:28-31) Pharisee and Tax Collector (Luke 18:10-14) 

Introduction 

 
214 Since this reasoning only applies to the parable proper—excluding the frame—this 

reasoning would also support Bezae’s version as the significant variation between these two 

versions occurs in the frame when the Jewish opponents answer the posed question and not in the 

parable proper. 

 
215 Tolbert, Perspectives on Parables, 76-77. 
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A ND A man had two sons A ND Two men went up into the temple 

to pray; one was a Pharisee, and 

the other was a tax collector. 

First Action 

B DD And having come to the first, he 

said, “Son, go today, work in the 

vineyard.” And answering, he said, 

“I will not.” 

B DD The Pharisee, having stood, was 

praying for himself thus, “God, I 

thank you that I am not like the 

rest of men—extortioners, the 

unjust, adulterers, or even like 

this tax collector. I fast twice a 

week, I tithe on everything, as 

much as I acquire.” 

Shift 

C ND But later, having repented, he 

went. And having come to the 

second, he said similarly, 

C ND But the tax collector was standing 

at a distance, and was not even 

willing to raise his eyes towards 

heaven, but was beating his chest,  

Second Action 

B’ DD And answering, he said, “I, lord,”  B’ DD Saying, “God be merciful to me, 

a sinner.” 

Conclusion 

A’ ND And he did not go. Which out of 

the two did the will of the father? 

A’ ND I say to you that this man went 

down to his house justified, rather 

than the other man. 

 

 Tolbert examines these two parables as part of her more comprehensive discussion 

regarding discourse and finds that the two parables share a similar plot structure. She 

convincingly argues that both parables share a similar chiastic structure of alternating types of 

discourse where the interpretative key is the shift found in the center of the structure.216 She 

explains, “In the parable of the Pharisee and the Publican, the center section is totally concerned 

with the publican; it points exclusively in his direction. On the other hand, the center section of 

the Two Sons contains the important reference to the ultimate obedience of the first son; it points 

clearly towards him.”217 The first son is approved because he repents and completes the work, 

 
216 Tolbert, Perspectives on Parables, 74-78. 

 
217 Tolbert, Perspectives on Parables, 77. 
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and the tax collector is approved because he recognizes his unworthiness before God. By her 

logic, the first son must be the one to say “No” and yet do the work for the parable to point 

approvingly towards his actions in the center of the structure (“C”). Such an interpretation would 

only work if one accepted Sinaiticus over Vaticanus’s version.218  

 

5.4. SINAITICUS’S VERSION AND MATTHEAN CONNECTIONS 

 

 As we proceed with our analysis of Sinaiticus’s version of the parable, we shall examine 

whether its form enhances any Matthean themes. One crucial theme for Matthew is a grand 

reversal. It begins with the prophetic announcement that though Bethlehem appears insignificant, 

it will be otherwise (2:6). It continues with the beatitudes expressing both eschatological reversal 

and rewards (5:3-12).219 The theme appears again in Jesus’s teaching that the greatest is the one 

who takes a lowly position like that of a child (18:1-4). The theme is encapsulated in Jesus’s 

proclamation, “Many who are first will be last, and the last will be first” (19:30). The following 

parable regarding day laborers who receive equal pay regardless of how long they worked 

illustrates this exact statement (20:1-16) as the first to receive their pay are the last ones hired 

and the last to receive their pay are the first ones hired. Moreover, the parable ends by repeating 

 
218 Bezae’s reading would also remain a possibility; although, given Tolbert’s comments 

regarding the strength of the textual tradition and support for the 3rd edition of the UBS-GNT, 

she would dismiss Bezae’s reading (see n. 17 in Tolbert, Perspectives on Parables, 130). 

 
219 Mark Allan Powell, “Matthew’s Beatitudes: Reversals and Rewards of the Kingdom,” 

The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 58.3 (1996): 460-479. 
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the statement found in 19:30, although Matthew has reversed the order so that it now reads, “The 

last will be first, and the first will be last.”220  

 Yet, in Matthew’s narrative, the disciples have yet to comprehend this lesson; they again 

need to be reminded that the greatest among them is the one who serves and that even Jesus 

came not to be served but to serve (20:24-28). The Parable of the Two Sons picks up on this 

theme, although not in the narrower sense of the greatest being the one who is the least, but in 

the broader sense of subverting our expectations. The parable has one son agree to do the work, 

and one son rejects the idea of working. We would expect each son to do what he has indicated 

he will do, but in the course of the pericope, each son does the reverse of what he stated. The 

theme of reversal continues into the Parable of the Wedding Banquet (22:1-14), where the guests 

invited to the banquet are destroyed, and the attendees end up being people off the streets. 

 A second Matthean theme is the concept that actions mean more than words. Jesus 

proclaims that entrance into the kingdom is based on doing the divine will rather than verbal 

assent (7:21). Similarly, Jesus states that his true family consists of those individuals who do the 

will of his heavenly Father (12:50). In the Sheep and the Goats (25:31-46), Jesus welcomes 

people into the kingdom based on how they treated—or did not treat—other individuals. Our 

parable expects the audience to approve of the son who verbally refused but physically obeyed 

his father (21:28-32).  

 
220 Commentators see little, if any, meaning in the reversal of the components. If any such 

difference in meaning is intended, it would be limited to literary style in creating the inclusio and 

perhaps the statement in 19:30 emphasizing the “first” while 20:16 places emphasis on the “last.” 

There is also the possibility that the second logion is more emphatic in that it universalizes the 

proclamation as opposed to limiting it to the experience of “many.” See the discussions in 

France, Gospel of Matthew, 752; Hagner, Matthew 14-28, 572; Nolland, Gospel of Matthew, 813.  
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 These themes of reversal and action over confession fit the Parable of the Two Sons. 

However, these themes work equally well for all three versions found in the manuscript tradition. 

While Matthew contains a theme of reversal, there are no clear criteria for determining whether 

Matthew would list the positive or negative example first, nor is there any way to determine 

whether Matthew would order the characters based on their immediate response or their final 

response. Therefore, the theme of reversal cannot be used to argue in favor of the sequence of 

Sinaiticus and Bezae or the sequence found in Vaticanus. Regarding the theme of actions being 

more important than words, all three versions contain the theme. Either the Jewish opponents 

answer correctly, as in Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, thus in the eyes of the Matthean community 

condemning themselves, or they answer incorrectly, as in Bezae, with 21:31b-32 understood as a 

rebuke of their answer. There is no literary or theological theme in Matthew enhanced solely by 

Sinaiticus’s version. 

 

5.5. ANALYSIS OF THE EVIDENCE IN FAVOR OF SINAITICUS’S READING 

 

 Codex Sinaiticus is the star textual witness to the version of the parable most familiar to 

English readers and New Testament scholars who do not focus much on alternative text forms, 

and it presents a credible version of the parable. While early church fathers were prone to 

overzealous allegorical interpretations, there does not appear to be any reason for allegorical 

concerns to shape the parable into this particular form. For Jerome, the first son, who says “No” 

but does the work, represents the gentiles who refused to follow God by rejecting natural law but 

repented at the time of Jesus, whereas the second son, who said “Yes” but did not do the work, 
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represents the Jews who accepted Mosaic law but refused to follow through by rejecting Jesus.221 

While his interpretation fits the sequence found in Sinaiticus, it is not the most natural way to 

order the sons; if one is going to allegorically read the sons as Jews and gentiles, the character 

representing the Jews should come first, given Matthew’s theological proclivities. Instead, 

Jerome’s interpretation is an attempt to cause Origen’s interpretation to align better with the 

sequence of the parable. Origen writes that the parable is about Israel’s faithlessness and gentile 

faithfulness. Still, he does not draw a strict connection between the two sons and their identities 

as Jews or gentiles.222 In part, this looser connection is due to Origen recognizing that the theme 

is about following through with spiritual commitments. In addition, he likely realizes that the 

salvation-historical allegorical interpretation does not fit perfectly, as the Jews should come 

before the gentiles. While Jerome forces Sinaiticus’s version into an allegory about Jews and 

gentiles, his comments also demonstrate that Sinaiticus’s form of the parable predated his 

interpretation and that the parable is incongruent with such an interpretation due to the 

misordered salvation-historical sequence. 

 Thematically, Sinaiticus’s version fits well with Matthew’s theological interests as it 

proclaims the importance of actions over words and the reversal of expectations. However, these 

themes work equally well for the other two versions of the parable, and Sinaiticus’s version does 

not contain any Matthean theme absent from the other two versions. Tolbert makes a strong case 

that Sinaiticus’s ordering of the sons must be the initial sequence on structural grounds for the 

 
221 Jerome’s Commentary on Matthew, Book III. See the discussion regarding Jerome’s 

reading of the parable in Ian Boxall, Matthew Through the Centuries, Wiley Blackwell Bible 

Commentaries (Hoboken: John Wiley and Sons, 2019), 319-320. 

 
222 See Origen’s Commentary on Matthew. 
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center to point towards the approved example.223 Yet this observation would also work in favor 

of Bezae’s version as this structural analysis only accounts for the parable proper and not the 

response given by the Jewish opponents. As for the Jewish opponents, the frame identifies them 

with the son who said “Yes” but did not do the work. This identification would be 

understandable to Matthew’s intended audience. While this version of Matthew’s parable 

critiques the Jewish opponents, it praises other Jewish community members. It does not seek to 

condemn Jews as a whole. Therefore, we can conclude that this version of the parable aligns well 

with Matthew’s thinking regarding Jews.  

 When considering the external evidence, we find a strong argument for accepting 

Sinaiticus’s reading as the initial text. The reading is early, as shown by it being found in the 

Greek Codices Sinaiticus, Ephraemi Rescriptus, and Washingtonianus. The reading is also found 

in the Byzantine Majority tradition, although the weight of this argument is minimal. More 

important is that this reading is widely attested in early Greek manuscripts, and these 

manuscripts have a high level of pregenealogical coherence. This second fact suggests that the 

manuscript tradition reliably transmitted this reading; even manuscripts containing a different 

version of the parable are more closely related to manuscripts supporting Sinaiticus’s reading 

than to other manuscripts that share their particular variant version. The existence of Sinaiticus’s 

reading in early versions in different languages—including Latin manuscripts, Middle Egyptian 

Coptic, the Syriac Curetonian Gospels, Syriac Peshitta, and the Syriac Harklensis—gives further 

weight to this particular form of the pericope. The majority text theory supports this reading 

simply because it is the most numerically superior reading found in the extant Greek 

manuscripts. However, as we have seen, this line of reasoning is suspect. The evidence in favor 

 
223 Tolbert, Perspectives on Parables, 74-78. 
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of this reading could also be convincing to those who follow a documentary approach or 

reasoned eclecticism; those individuals would be on more solid methodological ground. 

However, we should acknowledge that reasoned eclectic critics who support this reading do so 

by leaning more heavily on the external evidence than on the internal evidence.  

 

5.6. CONCLUSION 

 

 Sinaiticus is one of the most important New Testament manuscripts. While the 

manuscript was subject to some manner of debate regarding its authenticity shortly after it 

became known to Western scholars, the authenticity of the manuscript is now beyond 

questioning. We observed that the scribe who wrote the portion of Sinaiticus containing our 

parable was not the most attentive scribe. Still, that scribe worked from manuscripts containing 

an even earlier textual tradition. Other early manuscripts, including a couple of fifth-century 

Greek manuscripts and early translations in different languages, support Sinaiticus’s version of 

the parable. The manuscripts containing Sinaiticus’s reading demonstrate a high degree of 

pregenealogical coherence that further supports this reading’s claim. The parable contributes to 

the Matthean themes of a great reversal and obedience over word, but these themes appear in the 

other versions of the parable. Two rabbinic parables supporting the idea that obedience was of 

greater importance than words offered no systematic pattern that would tell us in which order the 

obedient and disobedient characters should appear. 

We also explored the possible connection between the Parable of the Two Sons and the 

Parable of the Prodigal Son. We did not reach a conclusion regarding whether the two parables 

do indeed share a literary or historical point of origin after observing that even if said connection 
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could be demonstrated, it would be difficult to determine the proper order of the sons in the Two 

Sons based on the order in the Prodigal Son. Arguments based on a structuralist approach only 

work for the parable proper and thus cannot be used to decide between the readings of Sinaiticus 

and Bezae. 

 The chapter utilized the textual criticism methodologies outlined in Chapter 3 and the 

rules for deciding among variants based on the presentation of the Jewish people from Chapter 4. 

The chapter concluded that Sinaiticus’s reading could be reasonably supported by a documentary 

approach or by reasoned eclecticism. However, scholars who support Sinaiticus’s version based 

on reasoned eclecticism do so by leaning more on external evidence, as the internal evidence in 

favor of Sinaiticus’s version is on the weaker side of the spectrum. Sinaiticus’s version remains a 

viable candidate for the initial text. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

THE PARABLE IN CODEX VATICANUS 

 

 As we continue our study of the Parable of the Two Sons in the manuscript tradition, we 

shall now switch our focus to the version found in Codex Vaticanus, which Westcott and Hort 

followed in their reconstruction of the parable. While Vaticanus is an esteemed textual witness, 

this chapter will conclude that Vaticanus’s reading is to be rejected due to weak external and 

internal evidence. This chapter begins by examining the nature and tendencies of Vaticanus. 

After discussing the primary textual witness to this textual variant, it proceeds by examining the 

other textual support for this version, including an analysis of this version’s pregenealogical 

coherence. 

Consideration of Vaticanus’s reading also requires assessment of a text-critical dilemma. 

While each textual witness to this version has the Jewish opponents respond that the second son 

did his father's will, the manuscripts variously identify the second son as ὁ δευτερος, ὁ υστερος, 

or ὁ ἔσχατος. This disagreement raises questions that we must consider regarding the priority of 

this version. The chapter will also examine the internal logic of the parable and how a first-

century audience might understand this reading. It then shifts to internal lines of reasoning by 

assessing and rejecting the claim that this version connects with Matthean themes, such as the 

new surpassing the old, as potentially found in the statement that “new wine must be placed in 

new wineskins” and in the discussion of new and old treasures. The thematic connection does not 

hold, given how Matthew honors both new and old. We will also apply the previously established 

rules to this version—and its common interpretation—to determine the likelihood of Matthew 
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composing this version given his view of the Jewish people. Finally, these various approaches 

will be brought into conversation to reach a conclusion that dismisses Vaticanus’s reading on the 

grounds of both external and internal evidence. 

 

6.1. NATURE OF CODEX VATICANUS 

 

 Codex Vaticanus is a fourth-century manuscript written on parchment with the text 

formatted into three columns on each page. The codex initially contained both the Septuagint and 

the New Testament but is missing portions of the Septuagint as well as part of Hebrews and the 

entirety of Philemon, the Pastoral Epistles, and Revelation. The manuscript was the work of two 

scribes, although Scribe B wrote all of the extant New Testament.224 This scribe produced 95 

singular readings in Matthew, equating to one occurrence every 11.23 verses on average, 

compared to 6.75 verses in Sinaiticus. This statistic reflects a remarkable degree of scribal 

precision.225 

The text demonstrates typical scribal errors, including haplography, dittography, 

transpositions, and influence from context.226 There are also variants that impact the meaning of 

 
224 Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 109; Comfort, Encountering the 

Manuscripts, 79-80; Charles E. Hill, The First Chapters: Dividing the Text of Scripture in Codex 

Vaticanus and its Predecessors (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022), 70-84. In addition to 

the two scribes working on the transcribing, Hill suggests the existence of a third scribe 

functioning in “a kind of supervisory position within the scriptorium” (67). 

 
225 Paulson, Scribal Habits and Singular Readings, 45. 

 
226 Paulson, Scribal Habits and Singular Readings, 46-55. Examples of haplography are 

at 5:16 and 19:17, dittography at 21:4 and 26:57, transpositions (where the word order is 

changed) at 13:39 and 20:13, and influence from literary context at 17:15 and 26:51. Paulson 

includes a more extensive list. 
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the text. Two such examples are Matthew 6:33 and 12:32.227 In 6:33 Vaticanus reads “τὴν 

δικαιοσύνην καὶ τὴν βασιλείαν αὐτοῦ” (“the righteousness and his kingdom”) instead of “τὴν 

βασιλείαν καὶ τὴν δικαιοσύνην αὐτοῦ” (“the kingdom and his righteousness”). Metzger suggests 

that Vaticanus is stating “that righteousness is [a] prerequisite to participation in the kingdom.”228 

The second such example is in 12:32, where Vaticanus reads “οὐκ ἀφεθήσεται αὐτῷ” (“that 

person will not be forgiven”) instead of “ἀφεθήσεται αὐτῷ” (“that person will be forgiven”). This 

change makes speaking against the Son of Man as grave a sin as speaking against the Holy Spirit 

later in the verse and so elevates Matthew’s Christology. 

 Despite such textual variation, textual critics have long recognized Vaticanus as an 

essential witness to the Greek text of the New Testament. For Westcott and Hort, Vaticanus was 

the prime example of a “neutral text,” meaning a text closer to the autograph (i.e., the original 

text) than the Byzantine, Western, or even the Alexandrian text.229 Modern scholars no longer 

follow Westcott and Hort’s optimism regarding a “neutral text;” nevertheless, Vaticanus remains 

a prime witness.230 Its low occurrence rate of obvious scribal errors, combined with the codex’s 

strong support from internal evidence such as transcriptional probability (how probable a scribe 

 
227 Paulson, Scribal Habits and Singular Readings, 50-52. 

 
228 Metzger, Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 18-19. See also Paulson, 

Scribal Habits and Singular Readings, 51 n. 37. Paulson suggests that the passage could be a 

“corrected leap” where the scribe skipped from the first “τὴν” to the second, then, after realizing 

his mistake, included the first part of the phrase. If so, while there would be some difference in 

meaning, the reading was an accidental change instead of an intentional alteration. 

 
229 The existence of a Caesarean textual cluster is debated by more modern textual critics 

(see Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 66). If one accepts its existence, it should be 

included in this statement alongside the other textual clusters. 

 
230 Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 109, state that Vaticanus “is by far the 

most significant of the uncials.” See also Hill, First Chapters, 103-104. Hill cites Samuel 

Tregelles stating, that Vaticanus was “the most important of all New Testament MSS.”  
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would be to create a given reading), leads to this positive evaluation. The fact that Vaticanus 

appears to present a relatively pristine text is due not to it being the product of a recent and 

careful recension but to the scribe operating in a prudent and strict manner in copying from other 

manuscripts, which were also the work of a similarly diligent scribe.231 In this way, the text 

commends itself by coming from a carefully controlled textual tradition, although this is less true 

once one moves from the Gospels to the Epistles.  

 

6.2. VATICANUS’S VERSION OF THE PARABLE  

 

 In Vaticanus’s version of the parable, the first son says that he will do the work but does 

not, the second son says that he will not do the work but does, and the Jewish opponents answer 

that the second son did his father’s will. The following chart shows the Greek text of Vaticanus 

with an English translation.  

Matthew 21:28-32 

Verse Codex Vaticanus (B, 03)232 English Translation 

 
231 Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 64; Gordon D. Fee, “P75, P66, and 

Origen: The Myth of Early Textual Recension in Alexandria,” in Eldon Jay Epp and Gordon D. 

Fee (eds.), Studies in the Theory and Method of New Testament Textual Criticism (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1993), 247-273; Hill, First Chapters, 104-106. Fee demonstrates that where recension 

was evident in early Alexandrian manuscripts, it was towards the Byzantine tradition in the case 

of P66 instead of away from it. Moreover, he observes that Origen showed no concern for such a 

recension even though it would have had to occur during or shortly before his time if it had 

occurred at all. The Alands argue that no text types existed this early as “the text of the New 

Testament was still not controlled by any ecclesiastical authority.” They do not see text types as 

forming until the time of Diocletian’s persecution (302-311C.E.). Instead of text types, they see a 

spectrum of stricter and freer manuscript production, with P75 and Vaticanus coming from a strict 

line. Hill provides a helpful overview of the discussion. 

 
232 For the text of Codex Vaticanus, see Swanson, New Testament Greek Manuscripts—

Matthew, 207-209; Jenny Read-Heimerdinger and Josep Rius-Camps, eds., A Gospel Synopsis of 

the Greek Text of Matthew, Mark, and Luke: A Comparison of Codex Bezae and Codex Vaticanus 
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28 Τί δὲ ὑμῖν δοκεῖ; ἄνθρωπος εἶχεν δύο 

τέκνα. καὶ προσελθὼν τῷ πρώτῳ εἶπεν, 

Τέκνον, ὕπαγε σήμερον ἐργάζου ἐν τῷ 

ἀμπελῶνι μου. 

But what do you think? A man had two 

sons, and having come to the first, he said, 

“Son, go today, work in my vineyard. 

29 ὁ δὲ ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν, Ἐγώ, κύριε καὶ 

οὐκ ἀπῆλθεν. 

And answering, he said, “I, lord,” and he 

did not go. 

30 προσελθὼν δὲ τῷ δευτέρῳ εἶπεν 

ὡσαύτως ὁ δὲ ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν, Οὐ 

θέλω, ὕστερον μεταμεληθεὶς ἀπῆλθεν. 

Then, having come to the second, he said 

similarly, and answering, he said, “I will 

not,” later having repented, he went. 

31 τίς ἐκ τῶν δύο ἐποίησεν τὸ θέλημα τοῦ 

πατρός; λέγουσιν, Ὁ ὕστερος. λέγει 

αὐτοῖς ὁ Ἰησοῦς, Ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν ὅτι οἱ 

τελῶναι καὶ αἱ πόρναι προάγουσιν ὑμᾶς 

εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ. 

Which out of the two did the will of the 

father? They said, “The latter.” Jesus said 

to them, “Amen, I say to you that the tax 

collectors and the prostitutes go before you 

into the kingdom of God. 

32 ἦλθεν γὰρ Ἰωάνης πρὸς ὑμᾶς ἐν ὁδῷ 

δικαιοσύνης καὶ οὐκ ἐπιστεύσατε αὐτῷ 

οἱ δὲ τελῶναι καὶ αἱ πόρναι ἐπίστευσαν 

αὐτῷ· ὑμεῖς δὲ ἰδόντες οὐδὲ 

μετεμελήθητε ὕστερον τοῦ πιστεῦσαι 

αὐτῷ. 

For John came to you in the way of 

righteousness, and you did not believe 

him, but the tax collectors and the 

prostitutes believed him; and you, having 

seen, did not even later repent to believe 

him. 

 

 Westcott and Hort favored this version of the parable, which can be found in a handful of 

other Greek witnesses, although with some considerable differences. High-order Greek witnesses 

containing this version of the parable (with moderate variations) include the 4th-century Codex 

Vaticanus (B, 03), 9th-century Codex Koridethi also known as Coridethianus (Θ, 038), 11th-

century Minuscule 700, a few 13th-century minuscules (including 4, 273, and 1502), and Family 

13.233 Other high-order witnesses that support Vaticanus’s version include manuscripts from 

 

(Leiden: Brill, 2014), 79-80; see also images 1263 and 1264 of Codex Vaticanus on the Vatican 

Digital Library (https://digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS_Vat.gr.1209/1239). 

 
233 For the textual evidence, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 312-316; 

Comfort, New Testament Text and Translation Commentary, 63-64; Metzger, Textual 

Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 55. For dates and other details regarding these 

witnesses, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 109-118 and 133; Comfort, 

Encountering the Manuscripts, 79-89. 
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early translations, including Armenian, Georgian, and the Palestinian Syriac.234 Tatian’s 

Diatessaron also supported Vaticanus’s reading according to Ephrem the Syrian’s commentary as 

reflected in Chester Beatty Syriac manuscript 709.235 Using the Manuscript Cluster tools made 

available by the INTF, an analysis of the Pregenealogical Coherence of the Greek textual 

evidence for this variant sequence yields the following results. 

Pregenealogical Coherence of Reading 2 (B)236 

High Order Witnesses Reading 1 (א) Reading 2 (B) Reading 3 (D) 

03 B 01 038 [84.6%] (1) א Θ (7) [82.9%] None 

038 Θ 033 (2) [86.3%]237 124 (1) [86.6%] None 

700 MT (1) [89.0%] None None 

1502 033 (1) [93.8%] None None 

 
234 For the textual evidence, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 312-316; 

Comfort, New Testament Text and Translation Commentary, 63-64; Metzger, Textual 

Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 55. For dates and other details regarding these 

witnesses, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 199-210. 

 
235 See Ephrem’s Commentary on Diatessaron 16.18 in McCarthy, Saint Ephrem’s 

Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron, 252. 

 
236 The ranking reflects the exclusion of the Ausgangstext as a potential relative. While 

effort has been made to ensure this chart's accuracy, given the task's complexity, it is possible 

that a manuscript was missed or misplaced in the analysis. The data here should be considered 

provisional prior to the publication of the Editio Critica Maior volume for Matthew. 

Nevertheless, given that the results should not be followed mechanically and the limitations of 

the analysis, even if flawless, I expect that the results are sufficient to illustrate the textual 

tradition’s coherence. 

 
237 Three manuscripts, all from Family 13, rank above 033. Since Family 13 is being 

treated as one witness, this moves 033 up to the second-ranking spot. 
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Family 13-788238 033 (1) [89.1%]239 None None 

“Family 4”-273240 1333 (2) [89.5%] 1502 (1) [89.9%] None 

Average (1.3) [88.7%] (3) [86.5%] None 

  

 The data was generated using the methodology discussed in the previous chapter, with 

the high-order witnesses accessed in the Parallel Pericope database to determine close potential 

relatives. Then, each relative was checked to see what variant sequence it contains. Each high-

 
238 Family 13 is a group of manuscripts consisting of minuscules 13, 69, 124, 174, 230, 

346, 543, 788, 826, 828, 983, and 1689, understood to be descended from a common archetype 

(see Jacob Geerlings, Family 13—The Ferrar Group: The Text According to Matthew, Studies 

and Documents, number 19 [Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1961], 1-13). Given that 

these manuscripts make up the vast majority of the readings that reflect reading two and given 

their shared lineage, treating each manuscript individually skews the data. Treating each 

manuscript individually would result in showing how well reading two was transmitted through 

Family 13 rather than how well reading two was transmitted through the larger Greek New 

Testament manuscript tradition. To remedy this problem, the group shall be treated as one 

witness, with 788 representing the group, given that of all the manuscripts in Family 13, it has 

the highest pregenealogical coherence with the prime witnesses to reading two. Since the family 

is being treated as a single witness, other members of the family are excluded from being 788’s 

closest relative. 

 
239 Seven manuscripts rank above 033 as the closest relative of 788; however, these all 

belong to Family 13. Since Family 13 is being treated as a single witness and as a single witness 

cannot be the closest relative to itself, this fact eliminates these manuscripts from consideration, 

moving 033 to the first spot. While this decision might appear harsh, it is still noteworthy that, 

outside of its immediate relatives, 788 is closer to 033 than it is to other manuscripts that contain 

reading two, such as 03, 038, and 700. The same logic is applied to the next column, where no 

relatives are found as a result. 

 
240 To my knowledge, “Family 4” is not a recognized family of manuscripts in New 

Testament Textual Criticism. However, the similarities of this “family” have long been observed; 

see Caspar René Gregory, Textkritik des Neuen Testamentes, volume 1 (Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs, 

1900), 174. He observed that 4 and 273 are sister manuscripts; this observation is backed up by 

the Parallel Pericope data, which sees each of these two manuscripts as the closest relative to the 

other, sharing the same variant 93.5% of the time (in the case of 04, only one other manuscript—

033—shares more in common with 04 than 04 does with the Majority Text). Since the PP 

database returns more relatives for 273, I have selected it to represent the family in the above 

analysis. As was the case with Family 13, only one manuscript from the family will be used in 

the analysis to avoid skewing the results. Since the family is being treated as a single witness, 

other members of the family are excluded from being 273’s closest relative. 
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order witness then has the appropriate data entered for the closest potential relative for each 

variant reading. For example, when checking 03 as a high-order witness, the database returned a 

list in which 01 is the closest text other than the Ausgangstext (hence the “(1)” in the line “01 א 

(1) [84.6%]”) with the two texts sharing the same variant in Matthew 84.6% of the time; since 01 

supports reading one, it is entered in the column for reading one and the row for 03. The 

following five potential relatives all supported reading one, but since that cell has already been 

filled, they are skipped over. However, following those five on the list was 038, which supports 

reading two. Since there are six potential relatives closer to 03 other than the Ausgangstext, “(7)” 

is entered into the corresponding cell in the line “038 Θ (7) [82.9%]” with the two texts sharing 

the same variant in Matthew 82.9% of the time. The database did not find any manuscript that 

both supported reading three and was more closely related to manuscript 03 than 03 is related to 

the majority text, so “None” was entered in the column for reading three and the row for 01.  

 Once this process has been completed for each high-order witness and the table is filled 

in with the data, the columns can then be averaged. Given the limitations of the data, the results 

are not to be followed mechanically but do indicate a general trend. On average, the high-order 

witnesses containing reading two are more closely related to manuscripts containing reading one 

than to other manuscripts containing reading two. This fact can be seen in high-order witnesses 

sharing variants with manuscripts that support reading one 88.7% of the time versus 86.5% of 

the time with other manuscripts supporting reading two,241 as the high-order witnesses average a 

manuscript supporting reading one at spot 1.3 on the list of potential relatives but do not on 

 
241 While this result is close, it is statistically meaningful because the two values are so 

close; manuscripts supporting reading two should be much closer to other manuscripts 

supporting reading two than manuscripts supporting reading one if reading two was the initial 

text. 



118 
 

average show a manuscript supporting reading two until spot 3. The data here raise concerns 

about Vaticanus’s form of the parable, suggesting that it might not have the best claim of being 

the initial text. 

 

6.3. A PROBLEM—ὁ δευτερος, ὁ υστερος, AND ὁ ἔσχατος 

 

 In addition to the lack of coherence among manuscripts supporting reading two, we must 

also consider that these manuscripts have significant differences in the wording of the parable. 

To illustrate this problem, we shall consider the wording of the pericope in Codex Koridethi with 

bolded text indicating a difference between Vaticanus and Koridethi. 

Matthew 21:28-32 

Verse Codex Koridethi (Θ, 038)242 English Translation 

28 Τί ὑμῖν δοκεῖ; ἄνθρωπος τίς εἶχεν τέκνα 

δύο. καὶ προσελθὼν τῷ πρώτῳ  

εἶπεν, Τέκνον, ὕπαγε σήμερον ἐργάζου 

ἐν τῷ ἀμπελῶνι. 

What do you think? A certain man had two 

sons, and going to the first he said, “Son, 

go today work in the vineyard.”  

29 ὁ δὲ ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν, Ὕπαγω καὶ οὐκ 

ἀπῆλθεν. 

And answering, he said, “I go,” and he did 

not go. 

30 προσελθὼν δὲ τῷ ἑτέρῳ εἶπεν ὡσαύτως. 

ὁ δὲ ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν, Οὐ θέλω, ὕστερον 

δὲ μεταμεληθεὶς ἀπῆλθεν. 

And going to the other, he said similarly, 

and answering, he said, “I will not,” but 

later, having repented, he went. 

31 τίς ἐκ τῶν δύο ἐποίησεν τὸ θέλημα τοῦ 

πατρός; λέγουσιν, Ὁ ἔσχατος. λέγει 

αὐτοῖς ὁ Ἰησοῦς, Ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν ὅτι οἱ 

τελῶναι καὶ αἱ πόρναι προάγουσιν ὑμᾶς 

εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ. 

Which out of the two did the will of the 

father? They said, “The last.” Jesus said to 

them, “Amen, I say to you that the tax 

collectors and the prostitutes go before you 

into the kingdom of God. 

32 ἦλθεν γὰρ πρὸς ὑμᾶς Ἰωάννης ἐν ὁδῷ 

δικαιοσύνης, καὶ οὐκ ἐπιστεύσατε αὐτῷ 

οἱ δὲ τελῶναι καὶ αἱ πόρναι ἐπίστευσαν 

αὐτῷ ὑμεῖς δὲ ἰδόντες οὐδὲ 

For John came to you in the way of 

righteousness, and you did not believe him, 

but the tax collectors and the prostitutes 

 
242 For the text of Codex Vaticanus, see Swanson, New Testament Greek Manuscripts—

Matthew, 207-209; the text is also made available online by the INTF and by the CSNTM 

(manuscripts.csntm.org/manuscript/Group/GA_038_digital).  
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μετεμελήθητε ὕστερον πιστεῦσαι ἐν 

αὐτῷ. 

believed him, but you, having seen, did not 

even later repent to believe in him.” 

  

 The parable follows the same basic narrative structure as Vaticanus, but there are 

significant changes in wording when compared to Vaticanus. The most significant is the change 

from ὁ ὕστερος (“the latter”) to ὁ ἔσχατος (“the last”) in 21:31. Still other manuscripts that 

follow Vaticanus’s narrative sequence identify this son as ὁ δευτερος (“the second”) as is the case 

with “Family 4.”  

Ivor Jones argues that instead of having three forms of the parable (Sinaiticus, Vaticanus, 

and Bezae), there are four forms, the three forms already mentioned plus the version found in 

Koridethi.243 For Jones, the significant differences are as follows. 

Ivor Jones’s Differences in the Parable of the Two Sons244 

Action Codex Vaticanus Codex Koridethi 

First Son Says “Ἐγώ, κύριε”/ “I, lord” “Ὕπαγω”/ “I go” 

First Son Does “καὶ οὐκ ἀπῆλθεν”/ “and went 

not” 

“καὶ οὐκ ἀπῆλθεν”/ “and did not go 

off” 

Second Son Says “Οὐ θέλω”/ “I do not want” “Οὐ θέλω”/ “I do not wish” 

Second Son Does “ὕστερον μεταμεληθεὶς ἀπῆλθεν”/ 

“later changed his mind [and] 

went” 

“ὕστερον δὲ μεταμεληθεὶς ἀπῆλθεν”/ 

“but later changed his mind [and] 

went” 

Answer “Ὁ ὕστερος”/ “The latter” “Ὁ ἔσχατος”/ “The last” 

 

 Jones does this analysis primarily in English and, by doing so raises some questions. 

While there is a difference between “I, lord” and “I go,” there is no difference in the Greek 

between his “and went not” and his “and did not go off.” Likewise, there is no difference in the 

Greek between his “I do not want” and “I do not wish.” Jones also overlooks other differences, 

such as Vaticanus reading “δύο τέκνα” whereas Koridethi reads “τέκνα δύο” and Vaticanus’s 

 
243 Ivor Harold Jones, The Matthean Parables: A Literary and Historical Commentary, 

Supplements to Novum Testamentum, Number 80 (New York: E.J. Brill, 1995), 390-399. 

 
244 The chart is derived from Jones’s lengthy footnote 216 outlining the differences 

among the four versions of the parable. See Jones, Matthean Parables, 394. 
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description in 21:30 of the following son as the “δευτέρῳ” (“second”) whereas Koridethi 

describes this son as the “ἑτέρῳ” (“other”). 

His assertion that we should treat Koridethi and Vaticanus as separate versions of the 

parable holds some possible merit, given the lack of coherence previously illustrated in this 

textual tradition. Yet all that lack of coherence indicates is that the versions of Vaticanus and 

Koridethi likely arose independently of one another. The fact remains that they tell the same 

version of the parable and, therefore, likely have the same motivations for the creation of this 

version of the parable (assuming that neither is the initial text due to the evidence of multiple 

emergence). Paul Foster suggests, “Jones’s decision is motivated by a desire to weaken the 

support for Vaticanus type readings, and thereby strengthen the case he is arguing for the Western 

reading.” While I concur with Foster that we should view Vaticanus and Koridethi as “sub-

branches” of one tradition, I reject his reasoning for why Jones makes this argument. 245 The fact 

that Vaticanus and Koridethi contain such differences, even as they recount the same sequence, 

casts enough doubt on Vaticanus’s reading without needing to weaken the textual support as 

Foster suggests that Jones is doing. 

 Having claimed that reading two is an example of multiple emergence in the manuscript 

tradition, we are still left with the question of why the tradition variously identifies the second 

son, either ὁ δευτερος, ὁ ὕστερος, or ὁ ἔσχατος. Clues to an answer are found both within the 

parable itself and in the pericope’s surrounding literary context.  

 First, all three versions of the parable identify the first son as “ὁ πρῶτος” (“the first”) in 

21:28. Identifying one character as “the first” leads to a range of options for how to refer to the 

following character. The most obvious choices are “ὁ δευτερος” (“the second”) as if one were 

 
245 Foster, “A Tale of Two Sons,” 28. 
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counting numerically and “ὁ ἔσχατος” (“the last”) as if one were making a contrast between the 

first and the last in a sequence. When 21:30 references the following son, two options appear in 

the textual tradition: he is either “ὁ δευτερος” or “ὁ ἕτερος” (“the other”), with the latter having 

the better claim to being the initial reading. The NA28 favors τῷ ἑτέρῳ while the SBL-GNT, 

Tyndale House GNT, and Westcott-Hort favored τῷ δευτέρῳ. Supporting τῷ ἑτέρῳ are א*, C*, 

D, Θ, f13, and the Byzantine Majority. Supporting τῷ δευτέρῳ are אc, B, Cc, L, M, Ω, and f1. I 

concur with the editors of the Nestle-Aland, as I find the argument for τῷ ἑτέρῳ to be stronger 

based particularly on the evidence of א, C, and D; as well as the tendency of scribes to “correct” 

the text to τῷ δευτέρῳ which appears to me to be a more natural way of describing the second 

son after describing the first son as “ὁ πρῶτος.” Thus, τῷ ἑτέρῳ is also to be favored on 

transcriptional grounds. Calling the second son “the other” in 21:31 makes less sense since we 

are now farther from “the first” in 21:28 and since we have left the parable proper and are in the 

narrative frame. This greater distance from 21:28 leaves “ὁ δευτερος” and “ὁ ἔσχατος” as viable 

options in 21:31. 

Matthew 21:31 also introduces another way of identifying this son: “ὁ ὕστερος (“the 

latter”) favored by Vaticanus. With the manuscripts supporting Vaticanus’s version of the parable 

appearing to be a case of multiple emergence we can see why scribes might have favored any of 

these options in creating their variant reading. Koridethi’s “ὁ ἔσχατος” naturally follows “ὁ 

πρῶτος” if one reads the term as first in a sequence as the context prompts based on the nearby 

refrain that the “first will be last and the last will be first” (19:30 and 20:16 with minor 

variations).246 Minuscules 4 and 273 use “ὁ δευτερος” as a natural follow-up to “ὁ πρῶτος” as if 

 
246 If Bezae’s version is the initial text, then the reading of “ὁ ἔσχατος” in Koridethi 

preserves the initial reading in 21:31 with the main changes restricted to reversing the order of 

responses in 21:28-30. 
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one was counting numerically. Finally, Vaticanus settled on “ὁ ὕστερος” under the more 

immediate literary context of the pericope, where the word appears additional times in the 

parable in another form (e.g., “ὕστερον” in 21:29 and 21:32). In all three cases, we can see why a 

scribe might have chosen to identify the second son in the way that they did when altering the 

parable. The evidence thus gives further support to the notion that Vaticanus’s version is an 

example of multiple emergence.  

 

6.4. THE INTERNAL LOGIC OF VATICANUS’S PARABLE 

 

 Vaticanus’s version of the parable reverses the order of responses for the two sons; in 

doing so, it creates a parable in which a different set of assumptions and internal logic drive the 

narrative forward. This section addresses the plausibility of these factors and whether they add 

any merit to Vaticanus’s claim to being the initial text. We will find that despite the fact that 

some scholars have found Vaticanus’s version to be the better reading on literary and sociological 

grounds, these arguments do not hold up to scrutiny. 

John Duncan Martin Derrett argues that we should understand the second son as the 

younger son based on the first son being identified as “ὁ πρῶτος” in 21:28 and his acceptance of 

the second son being identified as “ὁ δευτερος” in 21:30.247 He suggests that in narrative 

settings, “the first” and “the second” should be understood as the oldest and the youngest unless 

context makes clear that this is not the case. He then applies psychology and ancient stereotypes 

to the characters to explain each son's response. For example, he proposes that the older son, as 

the father’s primary heir, has the most interest in seeing the vineyard succeed financially; at the 

 
247 Derrett, “Parable of the Two Sons,” 111. 
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same time, however, as his father’s successor, he might also view himself as having discretion in 

how best to utilize his time and abilities. Thus, Derrett argues that the first son’s actions make 

sense in an ancient context if we understand the first son as the older son.248 Likewise, Derrett 

argues that the second son has a less vested interest since he is not the primary heir. Younger sons 

often had a reputation for demonstrating greater independence, which he argues is why the 

younger son initially refused the command. Yet, as a younger son, he is also more financially 

dependent on his father’s support than his elder brother, and so ultimately, he acquiesces to his 

father’s command. Thus, Derrett argues that the second son’s actions make sense in an ancient 

context if we understand the second son as the younger son.249 Derrett suggests that the two sons’ 

“individual relationships to their father have been built up out of catenae of experiences, and not 

least of all their experiences of each other. Habitual deference preceded non-compliance; and 

frequent non-deference led to compliance: a paradox consistent with life.”250 

For Derrett, Vaticanus’s sequence must be the initial text because the responses of the two 

sons match ancient stereotypes of older and younger sons. Yet, there are problems with this line 

of reasoning. First, he builds his case on the two sons being “ὁ πρῶτος” and “ὁ δευτερος”—yet 

this second term is textually suspect, with this chapter having previously argued that the second 

son is more likely described in the initial text as “ὁ ἕτερος.” Second, even if we grant his textual 

reconstruction (including the use of “ὁ δευτερος”), we would have to understand these sons as 

the older and younger sons, an underdeveloped argument. Third, we would have to accept his 

characterization of older and younger sons and his notion that these stereotypes were so widely 

 
248 Derrett, “Parable of the Two Sons,” 111, 113-114, 116. 

 
249 Derrett, “Parable of the Two Sons,” 111, 114, 116. 

 
250 Derrett, “Parable of the Two Sons,” 114. 
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known that the audience would understand the characterization without any further hints of it in 

the narrative. Fourth, we would have to accept his notion of how the inheritance would be 

divided, which is a contested point in scholarship. Given these problems, this study rejects 

Derrett’s interpretation. 

A second approach to Matthew’s internal narrative logic that would favor Vaticanus’s 

reading focuses on how the parable functions alongside the surrounding pericopes. W. M. 

MacGregor had observed a tendency for the parables to begin with seemingly respectful 

characters giving way to less respectable characters who are the approved characters.251 Wesley 

Olmstead, building on MacGregor’s work, argues that the second son must be the one who says 

“No,” but does the work based on the pattern seen in the following two parables: the Parable of 

the Tenants (21:33-46) and the Parable of the Wedding Banquet (22:1-14).252 In both cases, not 

only does the approved character appear second in the narrative — the tenants who will give the 

owner his share, who, strictly speaking, is referenced but does not appear (21:41) and the 

gathered people from the streets (22:8-10) —but also that these two parables contain the theme 

of the first character being rejected and replaced by the latter character. For Olmstead, this 

pattern means that Vaticanus’s sequence must be the initial text. He argues that the parables must 

be read together due to six interlocking themes and patterns, including: (1) “Each of the parables 

begins with an invitation or command issued by a man of authority,” (2) “In each of the parables 

the invitation goes out repeatedly,” (3) “In all three stories, the invitation is repeatedly spurned 

and the man’s ambassadors despised,” (4) “Each of the parables also includes characters who 

obey the command or accept the invitation,” (5) “All three parables pronounce judgement on the 

 
251 MacGregor, “Parable of the Two Sons,” 498-499. 

 
252 Olmstead, Matthew's Trilogy of Parables, 170-175. 
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unfaithful,” and (6) “All three parables announce the replacement of the unfaithful with a 

scandalous cast that nevertheless yields to the man’s wishes.” 253 

 While Olmstead’s argument has some merit, it breaks down upon closer examination. 

First, the tendency for parables to begin with the seemingly respectful character transitioning to 

the less respectful character who is, in reality, the approved character is, as MacGregor 

recognized, a “tendency” and not a rule. The Parable of the Prodigal Son does not follow this 

pattern. This point is particularly relevant, given that some scholars think there might be some 

sort of literary or redactional relationship between the Parable of the Prodigal Son and the 

Parable of the Two Sons.254 Second, while the latter two parables contain the themes of rejection 

and replacement, this theme is much more muted in the Two Sons. Third, the latter two parables 

are extended narratives, whereas the Two Sons is much closer to a simple short illustration. 

Fourth, the three parables do not form a nice unit where the second character is elevated 

unquestionably above the first, as in the last parable, the host ejects one of the new guests from 

the party. These differences caution against drawing too tight a connection among the three 

parables, including the assumption that the second son must be the approved character. 

 

6.5. VATICANUS’S VERSION AND MATTHEAN CONNECTIONS 

 

 When examining Sinaiticus’s version of the parable, we found two themes that function 

independently of the specific version of the parable. Therefore, those two themes—a grand 

 
253 Olmstead, Matthew's Trilogy of Parables, 170-175.  

 
254 Goudoever, “Place of Israel in Luke’s Gospel,” 121; Goulder, Luke: A New Paradigm, 

Volume 2, 609-614; Rastoin, “Le Génie Littéraire et Théologique de Luc en Lc 15.11-32 Éclairé 

par le Paralléle avec Mt 21.28-32,” 1-19. 
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reversal and the importance of deeds over words—apply equally well to Vaticanus. However, 

claims that Vaticanus’s version enhances another Matthean theme, the relative value of the “new” 

and the “old” suggested by the discussion about wineskins (9:16-17) and treasures (13:52), 

cannot be supported. 

In Matthew 9:16-17, we encounter a saying about not placing new wine into old 

wineskins. The practice concerns the use of animal skins—particularly goatskins—as vessels for 

containing liquid with multiple skins sewn together to create the container.255 Pouring new wine 

into a previously used wineskin, already stretched due to previous fermentation, would result in 

the wineskin bursting as the new wine fermented. In the reception history of this statement, 

commentators as diverse as Marcion, Jerome, and Theodore of Heraclea find a contrast between 

the Gospel and Torah.256 While the passage does appear to identify some sort of contrast between 

the Jesus group and the Pharisees, given the different set of practices, the text would caution us 

against making too radical of a distinction, and certainly does not speak of rejection. To the 

contrary, the logion concludes by celebrating the preservation of both the old and new 

wineskins.257 The term “ἀμφότεροι” (“both”), found in 9:17, refers not just to the preservation of 

 
255 Keener, Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew, 300-301.  

 
256 Boxall, Matthew Through the Centuries, 165. He quotes Tertullian on Marcion, “How 

is it he has rent off the gospel from the law, when he is wholly invested with the law, in the 

name, forsooth of Christ?” (Adv. Marc. 3.15; ANF 3:334). He further comments that Jerome sees 

a contrast between the Pharisees and the Law on the one hand and the Gospel on the other. He 

observes that Theodore finds a contrast between Israel and the Church and “those who have 

become ‘new wineskins,’ who have put away the ‘old self’ (Theodore of Heraclea, Frag. 57; 

Reuss 1957: 72).” 

 
257 There is considerable debate about the meaning of “ἀμφότεροι” (“both”) and whether 

it refers to the preservation of the new wine and the new wineskins or whether it refers to the 

preservation of both the new wineskin and the old wineskin, as I suggest here. Seeing the new 

wine and the new wineskin preserved are Brendan Byrne, “‘And So Both Are Preserved’ (Matt 

9:17e): A Fresh Look at the Wineskins Image in Matthew,” Australian Biblical Review 64 
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the new wine and the new wineskins; it refers to the preservation of both the new wineskin and 

the old wineskin. It would have to do so, or Matthew would be inconsistent with the thematic 

comment that the Torah is preserved (5:17).  

 The same theme of the “old” and the “new” is also reflected in Matthew 13:52, where we 

encounter the statement, “Therefore, every scribe who has been discipled regarding the Kingdom 

of Heaven is like an individual—a head of house—who brings forth out of his treasure what is 

new and old.” Commentators find a reference to many in Matthew’s immediate circle, perhaps 

including Matthew, who were or are scribes in the Jewish community. Matthew pictures these 

scribes as skilled at instructing from both the Torah and the Jesus tradition.258 However, the verse 

offers no disparagement of the old; there is no hint that the “new” has intrinsically greater value 

than the “old” in this logion. Indeed, given antiquity’s skepticism towards anything “new,” 

Matthew’s audience would not value the “new” over the “old” without the text itself explicitly 

leading the reader in that direction.259 Since 9:16-17 appears to speak about preserving both the 

 

(2016): 25-30; France, Gospel of Matthew, 357 n.32; Nolland, Gospel of Matthew, 392. This 

interpretation has in its favor a strict application of grammar and syntax. Seeing the old wineskin 

and the new wineskin preserved are Culpepper, Matthew, 185; Davies and Allison, Matthew: A 

Shorter Commentary, 138; Keener, Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew, 301. This 

interpretation has in its favor the broader Matthean context, which continues to find validity in 

the “old” (see, for example, 5:17) and the fact that the disciples would later fast, with fasting 

being parallel to the “old wineskins” in the literary context (Matthew 9:14-17). When Mark 

states that both the wineskin and wine will be lost in 2:22, he avoids the ambiguity of 

“ἀμφότεροι” by stating, “καὶ ὁ οἶνος ἀπόλλυται καὶ οἱ ἀσκοί” (“and the wine and the wineskins 

will be destroyed”). Perhaps Matthew introduced the ambiguity to preserve the older wineskins. 

 
258 Davies and Allison, Matthew: A Shorter Commentary, 226-227; Culpepper, Matthew, 

268; Evans, Matthew, 287-288; France, Gospel of Matthew, 544-547; Kenner, Commentary on 

the Gospel of Matthew, 393-394; Witherington, Matthew, 273-274. 

 
259 See Luke 5:36-39. Luke’s discussion regarding new wine and wineskins ends, “And 

no one having drunk the old desires the new, for they say, ‘The old is good.’” This sentiment 

embodies the ancient’s world preference for the “old” over the “new,” and should caution us 

against reading the “new” as superior to the “old” in the logion regarding new and old wineskins. 
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old and new, and since 13:52 does not elevate the new over the old but celebrates both, we do not 

have a literary theme of the inherently greater value of the new. Therefore, there is no reason to 

see the two sons as representing the “old people of God” and the “new people of God” or the 

“old covenant” and the “new covenant” in the Parable of the Two Sons. 

 

6.6. ANALYSIS OF THE EVIDENCE IN FAVOR OF VATICANUS’S READING 

 

 Codex Vaticanus is the star witness to the second version of the Parable of the Two Sons, 

a version that appears to better align with the salvation-historical allegory that early Christians 

attempted to read into the parable. This judgment, while commonly accepted today, was not 

universally held in the past. Westcott and Hort argued that the order of Sinaiticus better fit a 

salvation-historical schema, so Vaticanus’s order was to be favored. They claimed: “Thus the 

third reading [Sinaiticus’s reading] would be equivalent to the first [Vaticanus’s reading], with 

the difference that against all biblical analogy, it would make the call of the Jews on the larger 

scale, and of the chief priests and elders on the smaller, to follow after that of the Gentiles and of 

the publicans and harlots respectively.”260 Westcott and Hort appear to be understanding the 

allegory as starting from Genesis, with humanity as a whole (i.e., the gentiles) preceding the 

specific call of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (i.e., the Jews). Yet, this sequence is not the most 

natural way to create a salvation-history allegory, as shown by interpreters who must explain 

how gentiles come before Jews in the allegory by appealing to the priority of Noah and his 

descendants over Abraham and his descendants (Homily #40, Opus Imperfectum).  

 
260 Westcott and Hort, New Testament in the Original Greek, Volume 2—Introduction and 

Appendix, 17 in Appendix. See also the discussion in Olmstead, Matthew’s Trilogy of Parables, 

172. 
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 However, for Matthew, it is always “Jew first and then gentile.” While Matthew never 

uses Paul’s language, the literary composition demonstrates this view. We can see such thinking 

in Jesus’s genealogy, which starts with Abraham as the patriarch of the Jewish nation, not Adam 

or Noah, which would be a more universal location from which to begin (Matthew 1:1-17). We 

see it yet again when Jesus restricts the disciples to ministering to the “lost sheep of Israel” 

(10:5-8; 15.24) before expanding the commission to include all nations after his resurrection in 

the great commission (28:16-20). The view is also present in Jesus’s interaction with the 

Canaanite woman, in which Jesus refuses her request for miraculous intervention at first (15:21-

28, particularly verse 24, where he states that he was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel). Were 

Matthew to compose an allegory about Jews and gentiles, all literary evidence suggests that he 

would place the character representing the Jews before the character representing the gentiles. 

Against the opinion of Westcott and Hort, more modern New Testament scholars argue that if 

Matthew intended for us to read the parable as a salvation-history allegory, Vaticanus’s version is 

more natural and, therefore, we should favor Sinaiticus’s version as the more difficult of the two 

versions.261  

 
261 Comfort, New Testament Text and Translation Commentary, 64; Metzger, Textual 

Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 56. Comfort states, “When Jesus spoke this parable, it 

is doubtful that he intended the first son to represent the Jews and the second son, the Gentiles. 

But this is a natural explication for this passage and one that Christian exegetes would employ. 

For this reason, it is not improbable that the first reading [Sinaiticus] was transposed by scribes 

in order to yield this interpretation (as in the second reading [Vaticanus]).” Metzger describes the 

motivation for a scribe to change Sinaiticus’s version to the reading found in Vaticanus: “It was 

natural to identify the disobedient son with either the Jews in general or with the chief priests and 

elders (ver. 23) and the obedient son with either the Gentiles or the tax collectors and harlots 

(ver. 31)—and in accord with either line of interpretation, the obedient son should come last in 

chronological sequence.” Only a few decades after the publication of Westcott and Hort’s 

edition, Allen was critical of their reasoning and argued that the tendency would be for scribes to 

alter Sinaiticus’s reading to create Vaticanus’s reading because “it was natural to identify the 

disobedient son with the Jew, the obedient son with the Gentile. Along this line of interpretation, 
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 The fact that Vaticanus’s version lends itself so well to allegorical interpretation is 

another strike against its claim to being the initial text. While some parables do have characters 

allegorically represent other groups or individuals, such ties are much more apparent (such as the 

Christological allegory in the Parable of the Tenants). The allegorical reading of the two sons as 

being representative of Jews and gentiles is an overreach when the immediate context supplies 

another set of referents consisting of those Jews who responded to John the Baptist and Jews 

who did not. As we saw in chapter two, allegory should be limited to something more like 

metaphor that the initial audience (whether Jesus’s or Matthew’s) can comprehend readily. 

Moreover, as discussed in chapter four, Matthew is critical of the Jewish opponents, not the 

Jewish people as a whole, so even if he were to compose a parable making use of allegory, he 

would not create an allegorical narrative describing the rejection of the Jewish people and the 

approval of the gentiles, nor would the allegory speak of the rejection of the Torah in total favor 

of a new covenant. 

 External evidence provides some support for the version in Vaticanus, including Greek 

support from Codex Koridethi and Family 13, as well as support from early translations such as 

Armenian, Georgian, and the Palestinian Syriac. Yet, the coherence of this tradition is poor, as 

demonstrated by the pregenealogical analysis and the ὁ δευτερος, ὁ ὕστερος, or ὁ ἔσχατος issue. 

In chapter three, we examined textual criticism methodologies; many of these methods would be 

skeptical of Vaticanus’s claim to being the initial text for this pericope. Most thoroughgoing 

eclectic critics would be wary due to how well Vaticanus aligns with early Christian allegorical 

practices. Most reasoned eclectic critics would be skeptical for the same reasons and not be 

 

the latter should come last in chronological order.” See Allen, Gospel According to Saint 

Matthew, 228-229. 
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overly impressed with the manuscript evidence. On the whole, only users of the documentary 

approach—with its overly fond view of Vaticanus—might argue for this particular variant, and 

even then, the argument is weak.262 

 

6.7. CONCLUSION 

 

 Textual critics consider Vaticanus to be one of, if not the most accurate, manuscripts of 

the Greek New Testament, containing at least the majority of the whole text. The manuscript 

preserves an ancient form of the text produced by a meticulous scribe, as shown by the analysis 

of the manuscript’s singular readings. Vaticanus finds additional support in later Greek 

manuscripts, although the earliest is from the ninth century. However, the textual tradition does 

have some support from early translations. The pregenealogical coherence of this textual 

tradition leaves much to be desired as—on the whole—this textual tradition is more closely 

related to manuscripts that support Sinaiticus’s telling of the parable than they are to other 

manuscripts which share in Vaticanus’s sequence. This conclusion from pregenealogical analysis 

is further supported by the observation that this textual tradition had difficulty settling on which 

phrase (ὁ δευτερος, ὁ ὕστερος, or ὁ ἔσχατος) should be used to identify the second son in the 

answer given by Jesus’s opponents in 21:31. This evidence suggests that this particular textual 

tradition is best explained as a case of multiple emergence. 

 
262 See the discussion of the documentary approach in section 3.2., where there is some 

degree of overlap between users of the documentary approach and reasoned eclectic critics who 

rely more on external evidence. Westcott and Hort, who accepted Vaticanus’s reading, straddled 

the line between the documentary approach and reasoned eclecticism. For ease of classification, 

this study is accepting Westcott and Hort as users of the documentary approach and placing their 

acceptance of Vaticanus’s reading under that classification. 
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 When looking at the parable’s internal narrative logic, we assessed two arguments in 

support of Vaticanus’s sequence. The first, by Derrett, suggested that we should read the two 

sons as an older son and a younger son, with the actions of each son explained by cultural 

pressures. The second, by Olmstead, suggested that Vaticanus’s sequence must be the initial text 

due to parallels with surrounding material. Both arguments are lacking. We also considered how 

Vaticanus’s reading might further the theme of the relative value of the new and the old. 

However, we found that Matthew is supportive of the old in addition to the new and does not 

have a literary theme of the new replacing the old; therefore, this broader allegorical reading 

fails. Indeed, we found that accepting this faulty allegorical interpretation would put the parable 

at odds both with how parables should typically be interpreted (intelligible in their historical 

context) and with Matthew’s own thoughts regarding the Jewish people. In terms of textual 

criticism methodologies, we discussed how, historically, critics used the documentary approach 

to argue in favor of Vaticanus’s version but that such a conclusion is likely an error resulting 

from relying too greatly on Vaticanus’s textual reputation. Indeed, the lack of textual coherence 

and the allegorical motivation for creating such a reading eliminates Vaticanus’s textual tradition 

as a viable candidate for the claim of being the initial text.   
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CHAPTER 7 

 

THE PARABLE IN CODEX BEZAE 

 

 Codex Bezae contains the most difficult telling—a telling that might be too difficult to be 

the initial form. This chapter will argue that not only is the reading intelligible, but based on 

internal considerations, it is a strong contender to be the initial text. As with the previous 

chapters, this chapter starts with an examination of the prime (and, in this case, the only) Greek 

witness. After discussing Bezae’s nature and tendencies, the chapter proceeds by examining the 

other external evidence for this reading found in early translations. This section also discusses 

why pregenealogical coherence is of little use in analyzing Bezae’s version. Given that Bezae’s 

reading is so difficult, we will discuss the possible meanings that interpreters have suggested. In 

particular, we shall first assess Michaels’s suggestion that the parable is often read incorrectly, 

leading readers to an incorrect interpretation of precisely what each son did. Yet, we will 

ultimately reject his reconstruction. Second, we assess Findlay’s suggestion that the audience 

gives an answer that was intelligible in its ancient setting, even if not to modern Western 

interpreters. We shall continue by examining how the common interpretation of Bezae’s narrative 

sequence (not necessarily its wording) enhances certain Matthean themes, such as the rejection 

of the Jewish opponents. The chapter will also see how well the parable coheres with Matthew’s 

view of the Jewish people. Finally, we will bring all these various lines of evidence together to 

conclude that this form of the text has a claim to being the initial text. 
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7.1. NATURE OF CODEX BEZAE 

 

 Codex Bezae is a fifth-century Greek-Latin diglot manuscript written on parchment and 

containing the Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles. The text of Bezae is the work of one scribe, 

although many additional hands are responsible for manuscript corrections and additional 

notations in the manuscript. The Matthean text of Bezae is extant in 948 verses containing 252 

singular readings, meaning that, on average, there is one singular reading every 3.76 verses.263 

We can compare this high rate of singular readings to the lower rates of one reading every 11.23 

verses in Vaticanus and one such reading every 6.75 verses in Sinaiticus. As with Sinaiticus and 

Vaticanus, Bezae displays the typical range of scribal errors resulting in singular readings, 

including haplography, dittography, transpositions, and influence from context. The manuscript 

also shows a high rate of changes in orthography, but again, this type of change is also present in 

Sinaiticus and Vaticanus.264  

 Ever since the publication of Eldon Epp’s The Theological Tendency of Codex Bezae 

Cantabrigiensis in Acts, scholars have accepted that Bezae has a tendency towards anti-Jewish 

readings in at least some of its books.265 George Rice later demonstrated that this was also true of 

 
263 Paulson, Scribal Habits and Singular Readings, 73. 

 
264 Paulson, Scribal Habits and Singular Readings, 74-101. Examples of haplography in 

Bezae’s version of Matthew can be found at 13:30 and 18:25, dittography can be found at 10:15 

and 23:6, transposition at 5:29 and 18:28, and influence from context at 5:10 and 18:22. Each of 

the examples listed here are partial with Paulson including a much more extensive list. On 

orthographic changes in Bezae, see pages 74-76; on such changes in Sinaiticus, see pages 14-15; 

and on such changes in Vaticanus, see pages 46-47.  

 
265 Eldon J. Epp, The Theological Tendency of Codex Bezae Cantabrigiensis in Acts 

(Cambridge: University Press, 1966). 
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Bezaean Luke.266 Given that Bezae’s reading in Matthew 21:28-32 can be interpreted in an anti-

Jewish manner, with the Jewish opponents intentionally answering incorrectly, we must ask 

whether Bezae’s tendencies better explain the origin of the variant than the theory that the variant 

is the initial reading.  

While some books in Bezae display an anti-Jewish trend, this truth does not mean that 

each book in Bezae holds the same tendencies. Rice has shown that Bezae is not a “homogenous 

codex,” meaning that the scribe who transcribed Bezae appears to have worked from at least two 

different sources—one of which was the source for Luke and Acts and which likely possessed an 

anti-Jewish tendency.267 The tendency would have to come from the source as if it came from the 

scribe then, the same tendency should be present in the other books, which is not the case. 

Regarding Matthew, Holmes has demonstrated that Bezae is relatively free of these anti-Jewish 

tendencies.268 Therefore, we should not automatically assume that Bezae’s unique reading in 

Matthew 21:28-32 is due to such a polemic. 

 Given that Bezae is a diglot where both the Latin and Greek columns give evidence for 

the same Greek reading—a reading found in no other Greek manuscript—we must ask whether 

 
266 George E. Rice, “The Alteration of Luke’s Tradition by the Textual Variants in Codex 

Bezae,” Ph.D. Dissertation, Case Western Reserve University, 1974. 

 
267 George E. Rice, “Is Bezae a Homogeneous Codex?,” Perspectives in Religious Studies 

11.4 (1984): 39-54. 

 
268 Michael William Holmes, “Early Editorial Activity and the Text of Codex Bezae in 

Matthew,” Ph.D. Dissertation, Princeton Theological Seminary, 1984. In a chapter examining 

potentially theologically motivated variants in Bezae (204-237), he concludes: “There is, to be 

sure, in chapters 26 and 27 [of Matthew] a cluster of seven (and possibly nine) early editorial 

variants which do appear to reflect an ‘anti-Judaic’ perspective. Clearly, however, Bezae in 

Matthew has not been affected by this bias in the same way or to the same extent as have Luke 

and Acts” (236). For a sampling of this cluster of variants in Bezaean Matthew, see 26:60, 27:22, 

and 27:26. 



136 
 

we are dealing with two witnesses to the Matthean text or just one. In answering this question, 

we should limit our analysis to Matthew, given that the sources behind the text are not 

necessarily homogenous from one book to the next. In one early study of D (the Greek text of 

Bezae) and d (the Latin text of Bezae), Findlay found 107 variations between the two 

columns.269 In a more recent analysis, Parker found 76 such variations, with the difference 

between the two figures being likely what Finlday and Parker considered to be variations. Parker 

explains that he only counted a difference between D and d when he could not explain the 

variation as a difference due to translation, developments in Latin, or scribal error.270 These 

differences sufficiently demonstrate that d is not simply a translation of D or vice versa, but the 

texts are similar enough that they can be traced to a common Greek source. Moreover, there is 

“some consensus that the Greek text precedes the Latin version,” even if the exact relationship 

between the two columns remains unclear.271 The two columns have influenced one another to 

some degree but maintain enough independence that Holmes argues: “When D is supported by 

other Greek MSS, or versions other than the Latin, the possibility of influence from d is 

considered to be negligible.”272 Since the Syriac Sinaiticus supports Bezae’s reading, we should 

 
269 James Alexander Findlay, “On Variations in the Text of d and D,” Bulletin of the 

Bezan Club 9 (1931): 10-11.  

 
270 D. C. Parker, Codex Bezae: An Early Christian Manuscript and its Text (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1992), 194-197. 

 
271 Jenny Read-Heimerdinger, “Thirty-Six Reasons for Reading Codex Bezae,” in 

Laurent Pinchard and Jean-Claude Haelewyck (eds.), Traditions et Traductions des Textes 

Bibliques: Études de Critique Textuelle et d’Exégèse, Langues et Cultures Anciennes, number 35 

(Brussels: Safran Publishers, 2023), 178. 

 
272 Holmes, “Early Editorial Activity and the Text of Codex Bezae in Matthew,” 41. For 

an overview of how the two columns may have influenced one another, see Peter E. Lorenz, A 

History of Codex Bezae’s Text in the Gospel of Mark, Arbeiten zur Neutestamentlichen 

Textforschung, Book 53 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2022), 223-344. 
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conclude that D and d have not influenced one another to such a degree in this pericope that we 

should consider them as a single source for this passage.273 This conclusion is reached with the 

assumption that the Syriac Sinaiticus represents an independent line of transmission that would 

be unaffected by cross-contamination between the two columns in Bezae. 

 

7.2. BEZAE’S VERSION OF THE PARABLE 

 

 In Bezae’s version of the parable, the first son says that he will not do the work but does, 

and the second son says that he will do the work but does not. To this point, the parable follows 

the pattern found in Sinaiticus. However, in Bezae’s version, the Jewish opponents answer that 

the second son, who said he would do the work but did not do so, did his father’s will. The Greek 

text of Bezae, and an English translation of that text, can be found in the following chart. 

Matthew 21:28-32 

Verse Codex Bezae (D, 05)274 English Translation 

28 Τί δὲ ὑμῖν δοκεῖ; ἄνθρωπος εἶχεν τέκνα 

δύο. καὶ προσελθὼν τῷ πρώτῳ εἶπεν, 

Τέκνον, ὕπαγε σήμερον ἐργάζου εἰς 

τὸ[ν]275 ἀμπελῶνα. 

But what do you think? A man had two 

sons, and having come to the first, he said, 

“Son, go today, work into the vineyard. 

 
273 For an English translation of this pericope from Syriac Sinaiticus, see Agnes Smith 

Lewis, A Translation of the Four Gospels from the Syriac of the Sinaitic Palimpsest (London: 

Macmillan and Company, 1894), 40; E. Jan Wilson, The Old Syriac Gospels: Studies and 

Comparative Translations, Volume 2—Matthew and Mark (Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2002), 

200-202.  

 
274 For the text of Codex Bezae, see Swanson, New Testament Greek Manuscripts—

Matthew, 207-209; Read-Heimerdinger and Rius-Camps, A Gospel Synopsis of the Greek Text, 

79-80; see also images 70v (126) and 71v (128) of Codex Bezae on the University of Cambridge 

Digital Library website (https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-NN-00002-00041/1). 

 
275 The initial scribe of 05 wrote “τὸ,” and a corrector adjusted this reading to “τὸν.” 
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29 ὁ δὲ ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν, Οὐ θέλω, ὕστερον 

δὲ [μετα]276 μεταμεληθεὶς ἀπῆλθεν εἰς 

τὸν ἀμπελῶνα. 

But answering, he said, “I will not,” but 

later, having repented, he went into the 

vineyard. 

30 προσελθὼν δὲ τῷ ἑτέρῳ εἶπεν ὡσαύτως 

ὁ δὲ ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν, Ἐγώ, κύριε ὑπάγω 

καὶ οὐκ ἀπῆλθεν. 

Then having come to the other, he said 

similarly, and answering, he said, “I, lord, 

I go,” and he did not go. 

31 τίς ἐκ τῶν δύο τὸ θέλημα τοῦ πατρός 

ἐποίησεν; λέγουσιν, Ὁ ἔσχατος. λέγει 

αὐτοῖς ὁ Ἰησοῦς, Ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν ὅτι οἱ 

τελῶναι καὶ αἱ πόρναι προάγουσιν ὑμᾶς 

εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ. 

Which out of the two did the will of the 

father? They said, “The last,” Jesus said to 

them, “Amen, I say to you that the tax 

collectors and the prostitutes go before you 

into the kingdom of God.” 

32 ἦλθεν γὰρ πρὸς ὑμᾶς Ἰωάννης ἐν ὁδῷ 

δικαιοσύνης καὶ οὐκ ἐπιστεύσατε αὐτῷ 

οἱ δὲ τελῶναι καὶ αἱ πόρναι ἐπίστευσαν 

αὐτῷ, ὑμεῖς δὲ ἰδόντες μετεμελήθητε277 

ὕστερον τοῦ πιστεῦσαι αὐτῷ. 

For John came to you in the way of 

righteousness, and you did not believe 

him, but the tax collectors and the 

prostitutes believed him, and you, having 

seen, later repented to believe him. 

  

This version of the parable has little support from the Greek manuscript tradition; 

nevertheless, Lachmann and Tregelles printed it as the preferred text in the two Greek New 

Testaments they produced.278 While the 5th-century Codex Bezae may be the only Greek witness 

 
276 Bezae repeats this sequence of letters here in the manuscript. Paulson suggests that 

this is an example of dittography and would, therefore, not impact translation or interpretation. 

See Paulson, Scribal Habits and Singular Readings, 80-81. 

 
277 Context would seem to require that μετεμελήθητε should be paired with a negation 

(either οὐ as in א or οὐδὲ as in B) to advance the charge that the Jewish opponents “did not later 

repent.” Both the Greek and Latin columns share this reading; moreover, Syriac Sinaiticus agrees 

with Bezae in omitting the negation (see Lewis, Translation of the Four Gospels, 40). Metzger 

observes that other Old Latin renderings move the negation in order to negate the Jewish 

opponents’ faith rather than their repentance (Metzger, Textual Commentary on the Greek New 

Testament, 57). We shall consider this matter more later, but for now, since both the Greek and 

Latin columns agree on skipping the negation, we shall render Bezae without the negation. For 

the Latin reading of Bezae, see Frederick Henry Ambrose Scrivener, ed., Bezae Codex 

Cantabrigiensis (Cambridge: Deighton, Bell, and Company, 1864), 63. 

 
278 That Lachmann and Tregelles accepted the text of Bezae should be understood with 

reference to the sequence of what each son said and did, along with the response given by the 

Jewish opponents. They felt free to accept minor variations and did not follow the Bezaean 

textual tradition in a strict fashion, as evidenced by each of them accepting the reading “οὐδὲ 

μετεμελήθητε” over Bezae’s “μετεμελήθητε” in 21:32. Each also accepted Vaticanus’s ὁ ὕστερος 

over Bezae’s ὁ ἔσχατος in 21:31. 
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to this reading, there are other early textual traditions that support the narrative sequence found 

in Bezae.279 Manuscripts in other languages which support the Bezaean sequence include the 4th 

or 5th-century Syriac Sinaiticus and several Old Latin manuscripts, including the 4th-century 

Codex Vercellensis (ita), 5th-century Codex Veronensis (itb), 5th-century Codex Bezae (itd), 5th-

century Codex Palatinus (ite), 5th-century Codex Corbeiensis Secundus (itff2), 5th-century Codex 

Claromontanus (ith), and 8th-century Codex Rehdigeranus (itl).280  

 The importance of Syriac Sinaiticus supporting Bezae’s reading cannot be understated. E. 

Wilson suggests, based on less precise language in Syriac Sinaiticus, that Syriac Sinaiticus 

predates the Syriac Curetonian Gospels and that Curetonian is a revision of Syriac Sinaiticus.281 

 
279 For the textual evidence, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 312-316; 

Comfort, New Testament Text and Translation Commentary, 63-64; Metzger, Textual 

Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 55. For a brief overview regarding Codex Bezae, see 

Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 109-110; Comfort, Encountering the Manuscripts, 

81; for a detailed overview of the manuscript, see Parker, Codex Bezae, 261-286. 

 
280 For the textual evidence, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 312-316; 

Comfort, New Testament Text and Translation Commentary, 63-64; Metzger, Textual 

Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 55. For dates and other details regarding these 

witnesses, see Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 186-190 and 193-194; Houghton, 

Latin New Testament, 210-217 and 283-285. Codex Claromontanus was completed in the 7th 

century, but Matthew was transcribed in the 5th century. 

 
281 Wilson, Old Syriac Gospels, volume 1, lxii-lxv. See also Sebastian P. Brock, The Bible 

in the Syriac Tradition (Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2020), 27-29; Peter J. Williams, “The Syriac 

Versions of the New Testament,” in Bart D. Ehrman and Michael W. Holmes (eds.), The Text of 

the New Testament in Contemporary Research: Essays on the Status Quaestionis, 2nd ed., New 

Testament Tools, Studies, and Documents; volume 42 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 145-150. Brock 

dates the text, not the manuscripts themselves, of Syriac Sinaiticus and Curetonian to somewhere 

between the end of the second century and the first few decades of the fourth, whereas Williams 

assigns the text of both to sometime in the third century or later. Both observe that Syriac 

Sinaiticus concludes Mark with 16:8 while Curetonian includes the longer ending. This fact 

could give further weight to the claim that Syriac Sinaiticus is earlier than the Curetonian 

Gospels. Williams states: “Though the Old Syriac witnesses are among the most important 

witnesses to the New Testament text, they have a complex history and clearly underwent revision 

subsequent to the earliest translation” (146). A further note of caution would be the observation 
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The Peshitta is a revision of the Old Syriac tradition (including Curetonian and Syriac 

Sinaiticus); as such, the Syriac tradition shows a preference in its earliest stages for Bezae’s 

reading, but through the transmission process, the reading of Codex Sinaiticus becomes 

dominant as the reading of Syriac Sinaiticus gives way to the reading of the Curetonian and the 

Peshitta.282 This transition seen in the Syriac tradition raises the question of whether a similar 

transition occurred in the Greek tradition. Using the Manuscript Cluster tools made available by 

the INTF, we can analyze the Pregenealogical Coherence of the Greek textual evidence for this 

variant sequence, yielding the following results. 

 Pregenealogical Coherence of Reading 3 (D)283 

High Order Witnesses Reading 1 (א) Reading 2 (B) Reading 3 (D) 

05 D 372 (1) [76.6%] 038 Θ (4) [75.6%] N/A 

Average (1) [76.6%]  (4) [75.6%] N/A 

  

 The data was generated using the same methodology as the two previous chapters: using 

the Parallel Pericope database to determine close potential relatives and then checking each 

potential relative to determine the variant sequence it supports. In this case, there was only one 

high-order Greek witness. When checking 05, the database returned a list in which Minuscule 

372 is the closest text other than the Ausgangstext (hence “(1)” in the line “372 (1) [76.6%]”) 

 

that these are single manuscripts as opposed to representatives of a fully developed textual 

tradition. Nevertheless, the evidence that they can provide must be weighed. 

 
282 On the Peshitta being a revision of the Old Syriac tradition, see Aland and Aland, Text 

of the New Testament, 194-197; Metzger and Ehrman, Text of the New Testament, 98-99. 

 
283 The ranking reflects the exclusion of the Ausgangstext as a potential relative. While 

effort has been made to ensure this chart's accuracy, given the task's complexity, it is possible 

that a manuscript was missed or misplaced in the analysis. The data here should be considered 

provisional prior to the publication of the Editio Critica Maior volume for Matthew. 

Nevertheless, given that the results should not be followed mechanically and the limitations of 

the analysis, even if flawless, I expect that the results are sufficient to illustrate the textual 

tradition’s coherence. 
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with the two texts sharing the same variant in Matthew 76.6% of the time. Since 372 supports 

reading one, this is entered into the column for reading one and the row for 05. The following 

two potential relatives both support reading one, but since that cell has already been filled, they 

are skipped over. However, following those two on the list was 038, which supports reading two. 

Since there are three potential relatives closer to 05 other than the Ausgangstext, “(4)” is entered 

into the corresponding cell in the line “038 Θ (4) [75.6%]” with the two texts sharing the same 

variant in Matthew 75.6% of the time. Since no other Greek witnesses support reading three, 

“N/A” is entered into the column for reading three.284 As there are no other Greek witnesses with 

reading three, these stats automatically become the averaged figures used to compare the variant 

readings. 

This data cannot tell us much about the coherence of Bezae’s reading as there are no 

Greek manuscripts with which the reading in Bezae can be compared. Still, the data does suggest 

that reading three is more closely related to reading one than it is to reading two, which, when 

combined with the other considerations discussed in the two previous chapters, casts further 

doubt on the version of the parable found in Codex Vaticanus and elevates the case for the 

reading found in Codex Sinaiticus. 

 

 

 

 

 
284 In this situation, “N/A” is used over “None” since “None” has been used in situations 

where other manuscripts exist that contain the reading but those manuscripts are not potential 

relatives due to the majority text being more similar to the high-order witnesses; in this case, 

since it is impossible for the system to return a potential relative for 05 that contains reading 

three, because 05 is the only Greek witness with this reading, “N/A” better fits. 
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7.3. INTERPRETING BEZAE’S PERICOPE 

 

 One of the most significant hurdles to accepting Bezae’s reading is the charge that its 

version of the parable makes no sense. Therefore, we shall proceed by investigating the possible 

ways in which to understand Bezae’s parable to determine whether or not this charge is 

warranted. While not every suggestion works, we are able to find ways to make the parable 

intelligible. In a 1968 article, J. Ramsey Michaels offered an interpretation that both made sense 

of Bezae’s reading and offered a theory regarding how Bezae’s reading came to be supplanted in 

the manuscript tradition.285 Michaels’s exegesis of the pericope revolves around the 

interpretation of two words, άπηλθεν (21:29-30) and μεταμεληθεὶς (21:29, 32).286 He argues that 

Matthew’s use of the word ἔρχομαι, including its compound forms and principal parts (including 

άπηλθεν), shows several examples where, when the word occurs in response to an invitation or 

request, it indicates an undesirable response. For example, in 22:3-5, guests twice refuse to 

attend a wedding feast: “they would not come” (καὶ οὐκ ἤθελον ἐλθεῖν); “they were indifferent 

and departed” (οἱ δὲ ἀμελήσαντες ἀπῆλθον). He further appeals to Jesus’s discussion with the 

rich young man in 19:16-22. In this pericope, Jesus invites the man to sell everything he has and 

to follow him in discipleship. In response to this invitation, the man “departed with sorrow 

because he had many possessions” (ἀπῆλθεν λυπούμενος· ἦν γὰρ ἔχων κτήματα πολλά) in 19:22. 

 Michaels next argues that Matthew uses μεταμέλομαι to mean not “true repentance” but 

rather “futile regret.” Matthew uses the term three times, twice in the Parable of the Two Sons. In 

the final use, 27:3-5, Matthew describes Judas as “having regretted” (μεταμεληθεὶς) his actions, 

 
285 Michaels, “Parable of the Regretful Son,” 15-26. 

 
286 Michaels, “Parable of the Regretful Son,” 19-23. 
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“and having departed, hung himself” (καὶ ἀπελθὼν ἀπήγξατο). This example is especially 

notable because it combines ἔρχομαι and μεταμεληθεὶς. Here, according to Michaels, Judas is 

full of “futile regret” rather than genuine repentance and “departs” in a negative sense, with his 

death removing the possibility of reconciliation. Based on these understandings of how Matthew 

uses these words, Michaels argues that in 21:28-32, the Jewish opponents do, in fact, give the 

correct answer, stating that it was the son who said “Yes” and “did not depart from the vineyard” 

(rather than the standard reading that he “did not go to the vineyard”) who was the approved son. 

He gives his full rendering of the parable as follows: 

What do you think of this; a certain man had two sons. Coming to the first, he said, “My 

boy, go today and work in the vineyard.” But he answered and said, “Ί will not.” Later, he 

went away regretful. Coming to the second, the father said the same thing. He answered 

and said, “Aye, sir,” and did not go away [from the vineyard]. Which of the two did the 

will of the father? They said, “the last.” Jesus said to them, “Truly I say to you that the 

publicans and the harlots are entering the kingdom instead of you. For John came to you 

in the way of righteousness, and you did not believe him; but the publicans and the 

harlots believed him. And you, when you saw it, regretted later (i.e., too late) because you 

did not believe him.”287 

Michaels suggests Matthew knew of a logion very similar to the Parable of the Two Sons 

from the oral tradition and that Matthew took this logion and changed it into the Parable of the 

Regretful Son, incorporating this new version into his composition.288 He proposes that the 

popularity of the oral version was too strong for his reworked version to overcome. Then, textual 

variants were later introduced into the manuscript tradition, which shifted his parable back into 

the form known from oral tradition, with that version of the parable now being found in the vast 

majority of textual witnesses.  

 
287 Michaels, “Parable of the Regretful Son,” 22.  

 
288 Michaels, “Parable of the Regretful Son,” 25-26. 
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This ingenious interpretation suffers from a critical issue. The star witness to the Parable 

of the Regretful Son is Bezae, yet this is also the one Greek witness that makes clear that the son 

who said “No” is the one who worked in the vineyard, as Bezae is the only Greek witness that 

gives us the direction of movement; only Bezae adds the phrase “εἰς τὸν ἀμπελῶνα” (“into the 

vineyard”). Thus, Bezae clarifies that the first son “went into the vineyard,” contrary to how 

Michaels would have us read the pericope.  

 A somewhat more successful possibility is that the Jewish opponents’ response in Bezae 

made sense in its first-century cultural setting, and the incongruence we feel with the wording of 

the Bezaean form of the parable is a sign of our distance from the text. James Alexander Findlay 

describes a situation where a missionary told this parable to a group of Palestinians. When the 

missionary asked them which son honored his father, they answered that the son who said “Yes” 

but did not do any work honored his father. They explained their answer, stating, “A day’s work 

in the vineyard is a little thing, but to say ‘No’ to your father’s beard is a grievous sin.”289 With 

Matthew’s emphasis on obedience over words, it is clear that Matthew favors the son who 

actually did the work. Still, the other answer is plausible in a first-century honor-based society.  

In this understanding of the parable, the Jewish opponents recognized the trap being laid 

for them and, finding the wrong answer defensible, elected to give that answer rather than 

stepping into the verbal trap. In such a scenario, the “Amen” statement of 21:31-32 does not 

indicate Jesus agreeing with and expanding on their answer but is his rebuke of them for their 

 
289 Findlay, Jesus and His Parables, 54. On the honor and respect due to one’s father in 

both Greco-Roman and Jewish settings of antiquity, see R. Alan Culpepper, The People of the 

Parables: Galilee in the Time of Jesus (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2024), 66-67. 
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answer and hardness of heart.290 While such reasoning is foreign to modern Western readers, we 

must remember that Matthew did not write the text in modern times nor in our culture. Such 

matters of honor and shame are native to the text and the culture that produced the text. 

Therefore, interpreters should consider such matters when exegeting the text. 

 

7.4. BEZAE’S VERSION AND MATTHEAN CONNECTIONS 

 

 In addition to the two Matthean themes —grand reversal and the importance of deeds 

over words—that are enhanced by all three versions, Bezae enhances a third Matthean theme: the 

hardness of heart of the Jewish opponents. As far back as Jerome, the response by the Jewish 

opponents in Bezae’s version of the story was viewed as an indication of their hardness of heart 

in that they were not willing to state what they knew to be correct (Jerome’s Commentary on 

Matthew, Book III). Jerome’s line of reasoning has not been widely followed with Metzger 

suggesting that such an interpretation supplies “far-fetched psychological or overly-subtle 

literary motives.”291 On the contrary, we will find that such an interpretation is not “overly-

subtle” by reflecting on how Matthew portrays the Jewish opponents. Indeed, Jerome finds an 

analogous situation in the Jewish opponents’ refusal to answer the question presented earlier in 

 
290 Such usage of “Amen” is not without analogy elsewhere in Matthew, where it is used 

to introduce words of rebuke. See 10:15, where Jesus uses “Amen” to state that it will be more 

bearable for Sodom and Gomorrah on the day of judgment than those who reject the words of 

Jesus’s disciples, and 25:12, where it introduces the declaration, “I do not know you.” 

 
291 Metzger, Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 56. Comfort, New 

Testament Text and Translation Commentary, 64, observes that “many scholars dismiss it as 

nonsensical” and concludes that the reading most likely arose from a scribe as “this scribe [of D] 

(or his predecessor) is known for the liberties he took with the text in the interest of making it 

more interesting literature.” 
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the chapter about John’s baptism (21:25-27); in both cases, he interprets the Jewish opponents as 

knowing how they should answer but refusing to answer properly in an attempt to subvert Jesus’s 

criticism. Reading Bezae’s version of the parable in a manner similar to Jerome thus 

demonstrates, at least from Matthew’s perspective, the authorities’ hardness of heart in that they 

demonstrate a desire to preserve their honor over aligning their actions with God’s righteousness. 

 The hardness of heart demonstrated by the Jewish opponents in Matthew extends beyond 

their conduct while engaged in debate. Indeed, Matthew portrays them as possessing a 

righteousness that is often limited to words or external actions. Towards the start of the Sermon 

on the Mount, in 5:20, Jesus states: “For I say to you, that if your righteousness does not exceed 

that of the scribes and Pharisees, you shall not enter into the Kingdom of Heaven.” The rest of 

the sermon explains how exactly one is supposed to be more righteous than the scribes and 

Pharisees throughout the remainder of the Sermon on the Mount. Commentators regularly 

recognize that the instructions immediately following 5:20 are how one exceeds the 

righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees.292 However, they often restrict such instructions to 

those given before 5:48 as they see “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly father is perfect” as 

bringing these instructions to a close. These words undoubtedly bring the antitheses of 5:21-48 to 

a close, but I see little reason to conclude that the antitheses are the only way in which Matthew 

thinks that his audience should exceed the righteousness of the Jewish opponents. Therefore, I 

see such instructions as continuing to the end of the discourse. 

The scribes and Pharisees were well known for their obedience to Torah, and it would be 

near impossible to follow the law better than these Jewish opponents. Matthew expects his 

 
292 See the discussions in Carter, Matthew and the Margins, 142-143; Culpepper, 

Matthew, 105-106; Davies and Allison, Matthew: A Shorter Commentary, 73-74; Evans, 

Matthew, 119; Konradt, Gospel According to Matthew, 75-76. 
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audience to go beyond the law by focusing on internalizing the law (as seen, for example, in the 

instructions about murder and adultery in 5:21-30), by doing private deeds of righteousness to 

receive honor from God rather than the public (as seen in the directions about almsgiving, prayer, 

and fasting in 6:1-18), and in emphasizing the recognition of righteousness by good fruit and 

deeds over words (7:15-23). In elevating these aspects of righteousness, Matthew critiques the 

Jewish opponents as falling short in these areas. 

 Just as important are the invectives in Matthew 23, where Jesus claims that the actions of 

the scribes and Pharisees are inconsistent with their words.293 The text charges, among other 

indictments, that these Jewish opponents “do not do what they preach” (23:3), that “everything 

they do is for people to see” (23:5), that in their zealousness for the law, they “neglect the more 

important matters of the law—justice, mercy, and faithfulness” (23:23), and that externally they 

“appear as righteous but on the inside are full of hypocrisy and wickedness” (23:28). When we 

compare these charges with the picture painted in the Sermon on the Mount, we see several 

overarching points of connection. Namely, that Matthew paints the scribes and Pharisees as 

practicing an external righteousness but lacking an internal righteousness (5:21-30; 23:23), as 

preaching faithfulness but failing to live faithfully (7:15-23; 23:3), and as using righteousness for 

 
293 The historical accuracy of Matthew’s description is disputed. Matthew appears to be 

conflating his Jewish opponents in his time with the Pharisees of Jesus’s time a generation 

earlier. Even with this being the case, Matthew is characterizing his opponents in the worst 

possible light by using an exaggerated polemic in an attempt to define his group and their 

boundaries over against other Judaisms of the day. For Matthew, the rhetorical function of his 

words in creating community is important, rather than strict historical veracity. See the 

discussion in Collins, “Polemic Against the Pharisees in Matthew 23,” 148-169; Matthew 

Thiessen, “Abolishers of the Law in Early Judaism and Matthew 5,17-20.” Biblica 93.4 (2012): 

543-556. Collins focuses on the group formation aspect of this language, while Thiessen 

discusses the way in which various Jewish groups would critique and blame one another for 

historical disasters and persecutions, charging each other with faithlessness that brought on 

calamity.  
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public show and honor (6:1-18; 23:5; 23:28). With such a description, it is easy to see these same 

groups as preferring the son who verbally honored his father but did not do the work, 

particularly, since culturally this was a defensible answer that might allow them to block Jesus’s 

critique as he would have to argue why their answer was wrong instead of moving directly from 

their answer to criticism of them. The fact that Matthew shows these characters earlier in the 

same chapter considering the ramifications of their answer (21:23-27), and what answer might 

put them in the least disadvantageous position suggests, that instead of being “overly-subtle,” 

such a portrayal is consistent with their character.  

 

7.5. BEZAE’S READING AND ANTI-JUDAISM 

 

 The conclusion that Bezae’s version of the parable is harsher towards the Jewish 

opponents than either the versions of Sinaiticus or Vaticanus raises the question of whether 

Bezae’s reading is a variant created for the purpose of promoting an anti-Jewish viewpoint. One 

counter-argument to this viewpoint is the observation that Bezae omits the negation in 21:32 so 

that the verse reads, “But you having seen later repented to believe him” (ὑμεῖς δὲ ἰδόντες 

μετεμελήθητε ὕστερον τοῦ πιστεῦσαι αὐτῷ). With this reading, Bezae specifically holds out hope 

for the redemption of the Jewish opponents in that it speaks of their later repentance and belief, 

thereby mitigating the harsh presentation.294  

 
294 Olmstead, Matthew’s Trilogy of Parables, 170, states, “In spite of the fact that text 

critics and Matthean specialists alike continue to credit an anti-Jewish or anti-Pharisaic sentiment 

for the rise of reading 3 [Bezae’s reading], such a conclusion is most unlikely, since the same 

MSS that supply the ‘wrong’ answer to Jesus’ question in 21.31 also omit the negative...This 

minor change holds major significance. The Jewish leaders are here granted entrance to the 

kingdom, the repentance of Israel’s marginal having finally moved them to repentance...This is 

hardly an anti-Jewish or anti-Pharisaic reading.” 
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 However, this reading cannot accurately represent the initial text since the context seems 

to require a negation in this statement. The immediate sense of the passage—that one son 

fulfilled his father’s wish and the other did not—would appear to require the conclusion that, 

likewise, one group has not followed God’s will. This unrepentant group would have to be the 

Jewish opponents, given the positive sentiments expressed about the “tax collectors and 

prostitutes” in 21:31-32. Matthew’s broader narrative also requires the negation in this statement. 

In Matthew’s description of John the Baptist’s interaction with the Pharisees and Sadducees (3:7-

10), John the Baptist rejects the presence of Pharisees and Sadducees at his baptism since they 

have not demonstrated repentance.295 Matthew portrays the Jewish opponents as still not having 

repented by the time of this debate in the temple, which is evident from 21:25, where the 

opponents admit to themselves that they have not believed John. Therefore, a negation is 

required by the sense of the passage and the wider literary descriptions of the Jewish opponents.  

 Given that the passage requires a negation, we must explain its absence in both the Greek 

and Latin columns of Bezae and Syriac Sinaiticus. Some Old Latin manuscripts that support the 

Bezaean sequence do contain a negation; however, that negation is directed towards the faith of 

the authorities rather than their repentance.296 We cannot easily explain the lack of negation by 

common scribal errors such as ones caused by sight or hearing, and the lack of a negation is well 

 
295 The Pharisees and Sadducees’ exact role in this exchange is unclear because the 

meaning of ἐπὶ in ἐρχομένους ἐπὶ τὸ βάπτισμα αὐτοῦ (“coming upon his baptism”) is ambiguous. 

They could have been there for baptism, or spying upon his work, or actively persuading people 

not to submit to his baptism. The only clear point is that John refused to baptize any of these 

Pharisees or Sadducees. For a discussion of the interpretation of this passage, see Carter, 

Matthew and the Margins, 96-97; France, Gospel of Matthew, 109-110; Konradt, Gospel 

According to Matthew, 48-49; Nolland, Gospel of Matthew, 142-144. 

 
296 For a summary of textual evidence, see Metzger, Textual Commentary on the Greek 

New Testament, 57; Comfort, New Testament Text and Translation Commentary, 64-65. 
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enough represented in the early manuscript tradition that critics should take it seriously. Yet, the 

omission cannot have been the intended reading of the initial text. Either the omission was a 

random scribal error that crept into the manuscript tradition at an exceedingly early date, or it is 

an isolated example of where the text that the author wrote was different from the text that the 

author intended to write, or the author—for some rhyme or reason—thought that the context 

made it abundantly clear that the reader should supply a negation. 

Another possibility is that the absence of the negation is an attempt to make the parable 

an allegorical statement about the Jews repenting too late to save the temple.297 However, this 

interpretation does not fit well with the narrative context where the critique is directed towards 

the Jewish opponents and not the populace as a whole. Regardless of the cause of the omission—

whether an assumption by Matthew, an error by Matthew, or a transcriptional blunder by a later 

scribe—we must read and interpret the pericope as if the negation is present due to literary 

context. 

Even with the negation, Matthew 21:31-32 is not as anti-Jewish as often assumed. 

Rebecca Copeland argues that the parable holds out hope for the repentance of the Jewish 

opponents and for others.298 She observes that if judgment were immediate, then the son who 

said “No” would never have had the opportunity to repent—and neither would have the tax 

collectors and prostitutes that the son metaphorically represents. She concludes, “Rather than 

justifying divine punishment, this parable offers an explanation for why such punishment is 

 
297 Minns, “Parable of the Two Sons in Irenaeus and Codex Bezae,” 58-60. 

 
298 Rebecca L. Copeland, “The Perils of Premature Judgment: Reading Matthew 21.18-

22.14 with the Fig Tree,” Journal for the Study of the New Testament 45.3 (2023): 264-283, 

especially pp. 276-278. 
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withheld and leaves the door open for the chief priests and elders Jesus is addressing.”299 This 

assertion matches how prophetic oracles of condemnation commonly work in Biblical literature. 

For example, God tells Jonah to go to Nineveh and to proclaim that in forty days, God will 

destroy Nineveh due to her wickedness. Nothing in Jonah’s preached message states that God 

would relent if Nineveh repented. Yet, Nineveh did repent, and God spared the city. The narrative 

even concludes with Jonah stating that this is why he did not want to preach to Nineveh in the 

first place, as he knew that God would relent if the people repented.  

 Copeland’s argument that we should not take the condemnation found in these 21:31-32 

as absolute is helpful. Matthew states that the tax collectors and prostitutes will “go before you 

into the kingdom of God” (προάγουσιν ὑμᾶς εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ) and not “go instead of 

you into the kingdom of God.”300 Yet the fact remains that Matthew severely critiques the Jewish 

opponents—including the opponents Matthew faces in his own time. However, Matthew 

intended for us to read this critique as an internal critique.301 The issue of how to handle internal 

critiques that are no longer internal is indeed a challenging homiletical problem, one that lies 

outside the scope of this study but one that we must carefully consider in the preaching and 

teaching of texts such as this one.  

 
299 Copeland, “Perils of Premature Judgment,” 278. 

 
300 Copeland, “Perils of Premature Judgment,” 278. 

 
301 Earlier in this study, I argued that the Matthean community position vis-à-vis Judaism 

did not need to be settled. This new statement should not be read as a rejection of that previous 

position but as a further description of that point. Regardless of whether others—including the 

various Jewish sects—considered the early Jesus movement to be a part of Judaism, the 

Matthean community considered themselves not only part of the Jewish community but as the 

rightful bearers and interpreters of that tradition. 
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 Recognizing whom the charge is against is vital in the interpretation of the Parable of the 

Two Sons, especially once allegory enters the discussion. In Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, the Jewish 

opponents respond with the expected answer, thus keeping the focus on the parable itself. In 

Bezae, the Jewish opponents subvert the expected answer, thus shifting the focus to the exchange 

between them and Jesus. With the focus on the parable, as in Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, 

interpreters can more easily disregard the literary context and interpret the parable as a salvation-

historical allegory, resulting in casting the disobedient son as Jews as a whole and the obedient 

son losing his Jewish identity; this is the move made by Origen and Jerome.302 When focusing on 

the Bezaean form of the text, instead of allegorizing the characters in the parable proper, the 

interpretative focus shifts to explaining the answer given by the Jewish opponents, as seen in 

Jerome’s writings when he comments on the Bezaean form.303 Therefore, the Bezaean form is 

actually less anti-Jewish when correctly interpreted because it resists allegorizing all Jews as the 

disobedient son by keeping the focal point of the pericope on critiquing the Jewish opponents. 

Matthew is no fan of the Jewish opponents, but of the Jewish people as a whole—or at least the 

idea of the Jewish people—he is much more positive. 

 

 

 

 
302 See Origen’s Commentary on Matthew (17.4-5) and Book III of Jerome’s Commentary 

on Matthew. For Jerome, see the portion of his discussion which is not addressing Bezae’s 

reading. 

 
303 See Book III of Jerome’s Commentary on Matthew (21:28-32). Jerome still speaks of 

“the Jews” in his comments regarding the answer given by Jesus’s dialogue partners, yet a 

careful reading of the parable and its literary context would restrict the meaning here to the 

Jewish opponents. 
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7.6. ANALYSIS OF THE EVIDENCE IN FAVOR OF BEZAE’S READING 

 

 While Codex Bezae is the only Greek witness to this version, the version does exist in 

early translations and was known to some Church Fathers. Denis Minns demonstrates that the 

second-century Church Father from Lyon, Irenaeus, likely knew the Parable of the Two Sons in 

the Bezaean form (Against Heresies 4.36.8).304 Minns argues this based on Irenaeus’s sympathies 

resting with the second son (the son who said “Yes”), seeing the failure to perform the action as 

evidence of the weakness of the human flesh to do what the soul wills. Minns views the first son 

(who said “No”) as having repented too late for the repentance to be of any benefit. Minns argues 

that Irenaeus is reading from a textual tradition that omits the negation in 21:32 so that the 

Jewish opponents are said to have “later repented to believe him,” but that repentance was after 

the destruction of the Temple. Minns makes a strong case for Irenaeus reading from a tradition 

that accepts the Bezaean sequence, but the case for the absence of the negation is less 

convincing.  

Other early interpreters also tried to make sense of the Bezaean sequence. In the fourth 

century, Hilary struggles to explain the answer given in 21:31, and his reasoning is unclear. He 

writes: 

The reason for their response is not clarified such that a feigned agreement could be 

regarded as a profession of the whole truth. It would be better to betray a promise made 

rather than to fulfill all [the terms] without a promise. For who does not prefer to deny 

himself of what he asks for, especially if he is going to receive it? It is better than when 

what was promised is not given. We are grateful when a deed is realized in desperation, 

whereas we are sorrowful when hope has been lost, unless perhaps the purpose of the one 

asking is satisfied by the flattery of those who make the promise.305  

 
304 Minns, “Parable of the Two Sons in Irenaeus and Codex Bezae,” 55-63. 

 
305 See Williams, Hilary’s Commentary on Matthew, 226. 
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The fact that Hilary struggles to make sense of the text indicates how widespread this variant was 

in the Latin manuscripts he possessed, as he is seemingly unaware of any other textual tradition. 

 The internal evidence favors Bezae’s reading (i.e., its narrative sequence) as this reading 

is the more difficult of the three possibilities. It is also the middle point of the three variants, as 

Sinaiticus and Bezae agree against Vaticanus regarding what each son said and did. Similarly, 

Vaticanus and Bezae agree with one another against Sinaiticus regarding the second son as the 

approved son over the first son. The Bezaean version of the parable is less susceptible to an 

allegorical replacement theology reading, which would be antithetical both to how one should 

interpret parables and how Matthew conceives of the Jewish populace as it keeps the focus on 

the response given by the Jewish opponents. With the emphasis on the response instead of the 

parable, the allegory that seeks to identify the two sons in terms of Jews and gentiles is forced to 

take a backseat. Moreover, Bezae’s version of the parable coheres with Matthew’s portrayal of 

the Jewish opponents as valuing word over deed and failing to embody inner righteousness while 

seeking external approval. Bezae’s version also shares with Sinaiticus the advantage of having a 

central shift in its structure by focusing attention on the repentance and obedience of the first 

son.306 These factors lead to the suspicion that Bezae might contain the initial text, with the 

Sinaiticus tradition altering the answer and the Vaticanus tradition altering the sequence of the 

parable. The idea that perhaps Bezae is merging the versions found in Sinaiticus and Vaticanus 

does not work because of the difference in wording in how the approved son is identified (as “the 

last” in Bezae and as “the latter” in Vaticanus). If Bezae were merely merging the two textual 

traditions, one would expect Vaticanus wording to be preserved at this point. 

 
306 See the discussion in section 5.3. titled “The Internal Logic of Sinaiticus’s Parable.” 

See also the discussion in Tolbert, Perspectives on Parables, 74-78. 
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The external evidence is not as kind to this variant. The conclusion drawn from the 

pregenealogical data is inconclusive, as no Greek manuscripts share Bezae’s reading. While this 

means that this analysis method fails to give any additional clarity, the fact that we cannot 

complete such an analysis is not a great sign. Nevertheless, one tenet of eclectic textual criticism 

is the position that any one manuscript can preserve the initial reading even against otherwise 

unanimous evidence.307 While Bezae stands alone in the Greek manuscript tradition, it does not 

stand alone in the wider manuscript tradition as it has support from both Syriac Sinaiticus and 

various Old Latin manuscripts. This support from early translations combined with patristic 

support (including Irenaeus, Hilary, and Jerome) indicates that this reading must be exceedingly 

ancient. 

How early one decides to date Bezae’s reading may depend on one’s preferred method of 

textual criticism and how one weighs competing strands of evidence. For someone who holds to 

the faulty majority-text theory, the reading is clearly secondary, as the majority of manuscripts 

read otherwise. The documentary approach would also likely reject the reading because of 

suspicion towards Bezae and the fact that Vaticanus and Sinaiticus read differently (even though 

they differ from one another in this pericope). Eclectic critics would be kinder towards the 

possibility of Bezae’s reading being the initial text. Thoroughgoing critics would be the kindest 

 
307 Elliott, “Thoroughgoing Eclecticism in NT Textual Criticism,” 760-761, states, “One 

has to allow for the following possibility: a secondary reading will have occasionally been 

repeated in hundreds of manuscripts, the majority of which have chanced to survive, whereas the 

text deemed to be the original is now found in only a handful of surviving copies. Sometimes the 

survival of one particular form of the text was encouraged and unwelcome differences actively 

expunged.” While Elliott writes this statement about thoroughgoing eclecticism, the position is 

also held by critics who use reasoned eclecticism, even if they are less enthusiastic about the 

concept. See Aland and Aland, Text of the New Testament, 281, “The principle that the original 

reading may be found in any single manuscript or version when it stands alone or nearly alone is 

only a theoretical possibility.”  
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due to the solid internal case presented by the reading—namely, its status as the harder reading 

and its higher resistance to allegory. Reasoned eclectic critics would rest somewhere between 

critics adopting the documentary approach and thoroughgoing eclecticism. However, such 

analysis treats textual criticism as a science when it is more of an art-science combination, and 

one’s general approach to textual criticism might not match how any particular critic reaches a 

decision on any specific variant.  

 

7.7. CONCLUSION 

 

 Despite only being found in one Greek manuscript, Bezae’s version has left a deep 

impression on textual criticism and the history of interpretation regarding the Parable of the Two 

Sons. Bezae is not the most reputable manuscript in that it contains a high degree of singular 

readings, with the manuscript suspected of containing variants to increase narrative drama. The 

inability to reach any conclusions—whether in favor or against the manuscript—based on 

pregenealogical coherence is unfortunate. Yet, the support from patristic writers and early 

translations is encouraging, particularly as we see in these a tendency for earlier textual traditions 

to support Bezae’s reading and for later revisions to move away from the variant (a phenomenon 

encountered in both the Latin and Syriac traditions). If such a trend also existed in the Greek 

tradition, then this phenomenon could explain the lack of additional Greek manuscript support 

for the reading. The critical question would be whether such a pattern is indicative of the 

manuscript tradition correcting a faulty reading or whether it demonstrates the textual tradition’s 

emendation of an initial reading that early interpreters found confusing. In answering this 

question, the internal evidence is crucial. 
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More modern interpreters have suggested how to find meaning in Bezae’s version of the 

pericope. Michaels creatively reinterprets the parable so that the crowd answers that the 

approved son was the one who said “Yes” and worked in the vineyard. His clever interpretation 

faces the insurmountable problem that Bezae, unlike the other manuscript traditions, specifies 

that the direction of motion referenced by ἀπῆλθεν in 21:29 is into the vineyard. More reasonable 

is Findlay’s suggestion that the ancient honor-based culture of the first century would prefer the 

son who was publicly obedient than the one who was publicly disobedient, regardless of which 

one later obeyed in private. While this is not how Matthew would have his audience answer the 

question of which was the approved son, Findlay suggests that at least some segment of the 

broader population might have disagreed. However, the most reasonable explanation is also the 

oldest. Jerome suggested that the Jewish opponents knew the correct answer but purposefully 

answered otherwise to subvert the conversation.  

Jerome’s interpretation is consistent with how Matthew characterizes the Jewish 

opponents elsewhere in his composition. Moreover, while this characterization is harsher towards 

the Jewish opponents, it is also more resistant to the allegorical anti-Judaism found in the history 

of interpretation for the two other main variant readings. Thus, this variant is more consistent 

with how parables should be interpreted, that being a restrained use of allegory similar to 

metaphor, and more consistent with Matthew’s thoughts on the Jewish opponents and Jews as a 

whole (as seen in chapters two and four, respectively). 

When considering textual criticism methodologies, we found that a reasonable case can 

be made for Bezae’s reading with either of the two eclectic methodologies, but especially with 

thoroughgoing eclecticism. The strong internal evidence for the variant alongside the external 

evidence that does exist for the reading—and the observed trend of the variant being more 
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prevalent in earlier textual witnesses—results in Bezae’s reading remaining a viable candidate 

for being the initial text.  
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CHAPTER 8 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 It is clear why there have been so many diverse opinions regarding the nature of the Two 

Sons (Matthew 21:28-32) and its interpretation. Scholars have approached the problem from 

different angles, with each angle resting on various assumptions, which in turn result in different 

conclusions. The earliest scholars who worked on producing a printed text lacked access to a 

wide range of variants, so they followed what they had in front of them, resulting in their 

adopting the form of the parable found in the Byzantine Majority text. As methods advanced and 

scholars became aware of more variant readings, Lachmann and Tregelles argued for Bezae’s 

reading. Yet most scholars continued to support the form found in the Byzantine Majority. 

Tischendorf, as well as Westcott and Hort, favored versions found in their preferred manuscripts. 

For Tischendorf, this manuscript was Sinaiticus, resulting in his text agreeing with the Byzantine 

Majority. For Westcott and Hort, this manuscript was Vaticanus, resulting in their text reversing 

the order but still giving the appropriate answer. Modern eclectic Greek New Testaments favor 

the reading of Sinaiticus and the Byzantine Majority due to a combination of external and 

internal evidence, and they dismiss Bezae’s reading as too difficult and nonsensical. 

This concluding chapter restates the premise that the newer pregenealogical coherence 

methodology can shed light on this debate and argues that Sinaiticus has a strong case based on 

external evidence, while Bezae has a marginally stronger case based on internal evidence. The 

chapter concludes by offering a reconstruction of the pericope, including both the larger 

variations in sequence and the more trivial variations. 
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8.1. PREGENEALOGICAL COHERENCE RESULTS 

  

 Our statistical analysis of the manuscript tradition demonstrated that reading one has the 

best pregenealogical coherence, as reflected in the following chart.  

Pregenealogical Coherence Conclusions 

Reading 1 (א) 2 (B) 3 (D) Best Coherence 

1 (1.2) [91.7%] (6.8) [82.0%] (17) [50.0%] Reading 1 (1.2) [91.7%] 

2 (1.3) [88.7%] (3) [86.5%] None Reading 1 (1.3) [88.7%] 

3 (1) [76.6%] (4) [75.6%] N/A Reading 1 (1) [76.6%] 

 

 This chart shows that reading one has the best coherence among its Greek witnesses and 

that reading two is unlikely to be the original because its witnesses are more closely related to 

reading one than they are to other witnesses containing reading two. Drawing any conclusions 

about reading three using pregenealogical coherence is unwise as we cannot test reading three’s 

coherence against itself. The fact that reading three is indecisive in this regard is not a positive 

sign for it being the initial text, although it is not a decisive strike against it either.308 Reading 

one, heavily supported by this line of analysis, deserves to be considered as a candidate for the 

initial text. The other two variant readings have questions that must be addressed—especially 

reading two, as it demonstrates low coherence. At the same time, this is only one approach to 

resolving the textual question. These results must be allowed to speak, but we must avoid the 

pitfalls of Tischendorf and Westcott-Hort, who relied too heavily on new and exciting 

manuscripts available to them (Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, respectively). We must avoid the same 

mistake, although in our case, the problem is the possibility of relying too heavily on a new and 

exciting methodology. The text most likely to be the initial text is the one with the best 

 
308 For example, the reading οὐχ εὑρεθήσεται, which is accepted as the initial text in 2 

Peter 3:10 by the NA28 without the support of any Greek witnesses.  
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combination of methodologies and arguments in its favor. Therefore, we must consider the 

pregenealogical coherence results alongside other approaches in textual criticism without 

allowing one method to dominate all the others. This conclusion reviews the argument for each 

reading in order of least likely to most likely.  

 

8.2. REJECTION OF VATICANUS’S READING 

  

 Westcott and Hort, impressed by the documentary evidence of Vaticanus, printed 

Vaticanus’s version of the parable as their preferred text. Their high esteem regarding Vaticanus’s 

general reliability is merited given Vaticanus’s low number of singular variants. However, 

besides Vaticanus’s general reliability, their decision has little merit. The pregenealogical 

coherence shows that manuscripts that share Vaticanus’s sequence are, on the whole, more 

closely related to manuscripts that share Sinaiticus’s reading. This fact suggests that the 

Vaticanus sequence, and the manuscripts that support the reading, are examples of multiple 

emergence rather than the faithful copying of an ancient textual tradition. Further supporting this 

judgment is the inability of this textual tradition to decide on a phrase for identifying the 

approved son in 21:31, with various options being “ὁ δευτερος,” “ὁ υστερος,” and “ὁ ἔσχατος” 

(“the second,” “the latter,” and “the last”). 

The weakness of Vaticanus’s reading is not limited to external evidence. Vaticanus’s 

reading, on internal evidence, is prone to an over-reaching allegorical interpretation. In and of 

itself, this is not an issue. However, given its weak external evidence, the over-reaching 

allegorical interpretation becomes suspect as being the reason for this reading’s existence. 

Moreover, as our brief study of parables and allegory indicated, such readings are unlikely to be 
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original. This tendency is all the more evident in this case as the allegorical reading rejects Jews 

as a whole—something antithetical to Matthew’s thinking. Therefore, on both external and 

internal grounds, Vaticanus’s version is found to be lacking. Only the documentary approach is 

fond of Vaticanus’s reading, primarily due to the significance of such methodology on Vaticanus. 

Yet even a more comprehensive look at the external evidence would lead a documentary 

approach proponent away from Vaticanus and towards Sinaiticus. Therefore, this study firmly 

rejects Vaticanus’s reading—and the manuscripts with similar readings, such as Codex 

Koridethi—as having any claim to being the initial text for this pericope.  

 

8.3. THE METHODOLOGICAL ARGUMENT FOR SINAITICUS’S READING 

 

 The pregenealogical coherence results speak favorably of Sinaiticus’s reading, and other 

factors and methodologies also argue for its status as the initial reading. Sinaiticus was not as 

reliably transcribed as Vaticanus, as indicated by the higher frequency of singular variants; still, 

it reflects a text of considerable antiquity. The reading itself is ancient, as demonstrated by its 

acceptance in other early uncials (such as fifth-century manuscripts Codex Ephraemi Rescriptus 

and Codex Washingtonianus); the reading is also widespread, as shown by the Byzantine 

Majority. Moreover, the reading can be found in early translations, including both the Old Latin 

and the Vulgate, as well as in the Syriac tradition, including the Curetonian Gospels, Peshitta, 

and Harklensis. Both pregenealogical coherence and conventional weighing of external evidence 

result in the assessment that Sinaiticus’s reading is the strongest contender from the standpoint of 

manuscript evidence. 
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With regard to internal evidence, the reading acquits itself well. The reading is still 

subject to an anti-Jewish allegorical interpretation, although less so than Vaticanus, due to the 

fact that the first character would have to represent gentiles rather than Jews, thereby resisting 

the allegory on chronological grounds. Tolbert’s strong argument for a chiastic structure pointing 

towards the center of an alternating pattern of narrated discourse and direct discourse, and so 

pointing towards the parable’s theme of repentance, shows that it must be the first son who 

verbally refuses to do the work. The problem with this observation is that it is limited to the 

parable proper; therefore, while this explanation can help rule out Vaticanus’s reading, it cannot 

help us decide between the readings of Sinaiticus and Bezae. 

While Sinaiticus does not have the same level of support from internal evidence as it does 

from external evidence, the totality of its evidence is still impressive. The reading could be found 

acceptable to documentary approach critics (if they can set aside the method’s over-dependence 

on Vaticanus) or to those employing reasoned eclecticism. These methods—and the evidence 

considered by both of them—are solid enough that we can state that the reading has a strong 

claim to being the initial text. 

 

8.4. THE METHODOLOGICAL ARGUMENT FOR BEZAE’S READING 

 

 Bezae does not have the same level of external support as Sinaiticus. Nevertheless, the 

internal evidence, buttressed here and there with manuscript support from early translations, 

results in a strong argument for it being the initial text. We cannot draw any conclusions from 

Bezae’s pregenealogical coherence as it has no other Greek manuscripts that share its reading. 

Bezae does contain a high number of singular readings, indicating that it was not the most 
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reliably transcribed manuscript. Still, its support from patristic writers such as Irenaeus, Jerome, 

and Hilary of Poitiers and early translation suggests that the text is of considerable antiquity. The 

reading can also be found in the Old Latin tradition and the Syriac Sinaiticus. This fact is 

significant because both of these have later textual revisions—the Vulgate in Latin and both the 

Curetonian Gospels and the Peshitta in Syriac—moving away from Bezae’s narrative sequence 

towards Sinaiticus. One could see this movement as correcting a mistake in the earlier tradition 

(as the revisors undoubtedly thought they were doing) or as a corruption moving away from the 

initial text to a more commonly accepted form of the text. The same pattern likely occurred in 

the Greek tradition. To resolve the question of whether the emendation was a correction or 

corruption, we should consult the internal evidence.  

Bezae’s narrative sequence has four lines of internal considerations that give merit to the 

idea that the shift from Bezae’s sequence to Sinaiticus’s sequence was a corruption rather than a 

correction. First, Bezae’s sequence is the lectio difficilior. It is more likely that a scribe would 

change Bezae’s sequence to Sinaiticus’s sequence, thinking that Bezae’s sequence had to be a 

mistake. While modern scholars often dismiss this point by claiming that Bezae’s version is too 

difficult and nonsensical, I have shown that the version is intelligible both in its immediate 

literary context and congruent with broader Matthean themes. Second, Bezae’s sequence is the 

middle point of the three variants. It shares the order of the parable with Sinaiticus, and the 

answer of which son was approved with Vaticanus. It is in the majority regarding the order of the 

two sons (Sinaiticus and Bezae against Vaticanus) and in the majority regarding the answer given 

by the Jewish opponents (Vaticanus and Bezae against Sinaiticus). The most plausible 

explanation for this fact is that the textual traditions of Vaticanus and Sinaiticus found the 

tradition of Bezae defective, and both tried to fix the text. Sinaiticus’s tradition attempted to fix 
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the text by changing the answer given, and Vaticanus’s tradition attempted to fix the text by 

keeping the answer and changing the order of the sons in the parable.309 As Sinaiticus’s way of 

“fixing” Bezae’s reading required less rewriting, scribes preferred this solution, resulting in 

numerical support for Sinaiticus’s solution. Third, Bezae’s narrative sequence enhances the 

Matthean theme of the Jewish opponents as characters more concerned with outward 

appearances and as individuals with hard hearts. Fourth, Bezae is the most resistant to an 

allegorical anti-Jewish interpretation that would be antithetical to Matthew’s thinking, as Bezae 

keeps the focus on the reaction of the Jewish opponents. These considerations make it probable 

that the direction of change was from Bezae to Sinaiticus. This line of reasoning has the potential 

to be convincing to reasoned eclectic critics and thoroughgoing critics. Based on these methods, 

one can conclude that Bezae’s narrative sequence has a strong case alongside Sinaiticus for being 

the initial text; I would suggest that Bezae is ever so slightly ahead of Sinaiticus.  

 

8.5. A SUGGESTED RECONSTRUCTION OF THE PARABLE 

 

 This study has concluded that the version of the parable found in Sinaiticus and Bezae 

both have strong arguments for being the initial text, with a slight preference for Bezae’s version. 

However, it must be kept in mind that the preference for Bezae’s version is limited to what each 

son says and does, along with what son is identified by the Jewish opponents; the preference 

does not include the words used to tell that version of the pericope. Since there are many other 

 
309 To be more precise, Vaticanus kept the spirit of the answer but changed the wording to 

Ὁ ὕστερος to enhance the thematic connections with ὕστερον in 21:29 and 21:32. Bezae’s 

answer of Ὁ ἔσχατος was preserved in the later attempts of Θ and F13 which also adopted 

Vaticanus’s solution of adjusting the order in the parable. 
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more minor questions regarding the wording of the parable apart from the sequence of responses 

of the sons and the response given by the Jewish opponents following the parable, I shall present 

my thoughts regarding the wording of the pericope, with questionable points enclosed in 

brackets. To prevent this reconstruction from becoming too complicated, not every variant is 

reflected in this reconstruction, although the bar to be included has been set relatively low to 

include all variants with at least one significant early manuscript or that have even the slightest 

claim to being the initial text. One can find my suggested reconstruction of the pericope in the 

following chart. 

Suggested Reconstruction of Matthew 21:28-32 

Verse Greek Text310 English Translation 

28 Τί δὲ311 ὑμῖν δοκεῖ; ἄνθρωπος312 εἶχεν 

τέκνα δύο.313 καὶ314 προσελθὼν τῷ πρώτῳ 

But what do you think? A man had two 

sons, and going to the first, he said, “Son, 

go today, work in the vineyard.” 

 
310 For a summary of the manuscript evidence and the various readings on which this 

reconstruction is based, see Swanson, New Testament Greek Manuscripts—Matthew, 207-209.  

 
311 Some manuscripts omit δὲ (such as Y, Θ, and F13), while others read δαὶ (such as F1). 

Most witnesses read δὲ (including B, א, C, D, and the Byzantine Majority). While a case can be 

made for omitting δὲ on internal grounds due to it being the shorter and less polished reading, I 

include δὲ due to its early manuscript support, as the reading is found in all three major 

variations of the parable. 

 
312 Some manuscripts read ἄνθρωπος τις (such as C, Θ, F1, and F13), while others omit the 

τις (including א, B, and D). I omit the τις based on the superior manuscript support for its 

exclusion, the fact that this exclusion can be found in all three major versions of the parable, and 

the fact that the omission results in a less polished text. 

 
313 B reads δύο τέκνα while most other witnesses read τέκνα δύο. Given the 

overwhelming textual evidence for τέκνα δύο and the possibility that δύο τέκνα is an attempt to 

confirm Matthew’s parable to the better-known Lucan parable of the Prodigal Son (which reads 

δύο υἱούς), I adopt τέκνα δύο as my preferred reading. 

 
314 L and the original scribe of א both wrote προσελθὼν whereas most manuscripts read 

καὶ προσελθὼν (אc, B, C, D, Δ, Θ, F1, F13, and the Byzantine Majority). The omission of καὶ 

results in a less polished reading and so has a strong argument for being the initial reading. 

However, the textual evidence for the inclusion is too strong for this internal consideration to 

overcome. Therefore, I include καὶ in my reconstruction. 
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εἶπεν, Τέκνον, ὕπαγε σήμερον ἐργάζου ἐν 

τῷ315 ἀμπελῶνι.316 

29 ὁ δὲ ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν, Οὐ θέλω317 

ὕστερον318 μεταμεληθεὶς ἀπῆλθεν319 

But answering, he said, “I will not,” later 

having repented, he went. 

30 προσελθὼν320 δὲ τῷ ἑτέρῳ321 εἶπεν 

ὡσαύτως, ὁ δὲ ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν, Ἐγώ, 

κύριε,322 καὶ οὐκ ἀπῆλθεν. 

Then having come to the other, he said 

similarly, and answering, he said, “I, 

lord,” and he did not go.  

 
315 B, א, and most other witnesses read ἐν τῷ, whereas the original scribe of D wrote εἰς 

τὸ, which was later corrected to εἰς τὸν. The majority of witnesses are followed for this variant 

since it also includes the overwhelming support of early witnesses. 

 
316 B, a later corrector of C, and the Byzantine Majority read αμπελωνι μου instead of 

simply ἀμπελῶνι (as does א, C*, Θ, F1, and F13). Given that the inclusion of μου is the type of 

clarifying expansion typical of scribal emendation and that the exclusion of μου has plenty of 

textual support, I omit it in my reconstruction. 

 
 C, D, F1, and the Byzantine Majority all have the first son answer with Οὐ θέλω. B ,א 317

has the first son agree to do the work, answering Ἐγώ, κύριε; Θ agrees with B in sentiment but 

uses Ὕπαγω instead; F13 agrees with the sentiment of these two manuscripts but merges the 

readings into Ὕπαγω κύριε. Based on the more robust textual evidence, I follow א, D, and the 

Byzantine Majority. 

 
318 The original scribe of א wrote ὕστερον, but a later scribe adjusted this to ὕστερον δὲ. B 

also reads ὕστερον in 21:30 after it has a son answer with Οὐ θέλω. Based on this textual 

evidence from B and א, along with the fact that this results in a rougher reading, I omit the δὲ. 

 
319 D adds εἰς τὸν ἀμπελῶνα after ἀπῆλθεν. Given that D is the only Greek textual 

witness to include this variant and that transcriptional probability is against this variant as it is an 

expansive reading, I omit this reading. 

 
320 The choices here are between καὶ προσελθὼν (C, Δ, and the Byzantine Majority) and 

προσελθὼν δὲ (א, B, D, Θ, F1, and F13). The latter reading is preferred on internal grounds as a 

scribe might be tempted to alter the reading to match the καὶ προσελθὼν in 21:28. This 

consideration, combined with the stronger textual support for προσελθὼν δὲ, leads me to adopt 

the latter reading. 

 
321 The choice here is between ἑτέρῳ (found in א*, C*, D, Θ, F13, and the Byzantine 

Majority) and δευτέρῳ (found in אc, B, Cc, L, M, Ω, and F1). Both readings have early support, 

but there is a tendency for scribes to “correct” ἑτέρῳ to δευτέρῳ (seen in א and C). This fact, 

combined with the early support for ἑτέρῳ and the fact that δευτέρῳ follows more naturally after 

τῷ πρώτῳ in 21:28, leads me to adopt ἑτέρῳ since it is the harder reading. 

 
322 D reads Ἐγώ, κύριε ὑπάγω, while א, C, F1, and the Byzantine Majority read Ἐγώ, 

κύριε. On the other hand, B, Θ, and F13 read Οὐ θέλω as they adopt the opposite sequence of 

answers for the two sons. Given that we have previously elected to follow the sequence found in 
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31 τίς ἐκ τῶν δύο ἐποίησεν τὸ θέλημα τοῦ 

πατρός;323 λέγουσιν324 [Ὁ ἔσχατος (or Ὁ 

πρῶτος)].325 λέγει αὐτοῖς ὁ Ἰησοῦς, ἀμὴν 

λέγω ὑμῖν ὅτι326 οἱ τελῶναι καὶ αἱ πόρναι 

προάγουσιν ὑμᾶς εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ 

θεοῦ.327 

What of the two did the will of the father? 

They said, “[The last (or the first)].” Jesus 

said to them, “Amen, I say to you that the 

tax collectors and the prostitutes go before 

you into the kingdom of God. 

 

 D, and the Byzantine Majority, we can disregard Οὐ θέλω as a valid option for this point in the ,א

pericope. The textual evidence favors Ἐγώ, κύριε, over Ἐγώ, κύριε ὑπάγω, and as this is also the 

shorter reading; therefore, I have adopted it. 

 
323 D reads τὸ θέλημα τοῦ πατρός ἐποίησεν as opposed to ἐποίησεν τὸ θέλημα τοῦ πατρός 

as in א, B, C, Θ, F1, F13, and the Byzantine Majority. The external evidence heavily favors the 

latter reading, and there is no apparent reason to favor one reading over the other on internal 

grounds; therefore, the latter reading is adopted. 

 
324 The choice here is between λέγουσιν (as in א, B, D, Θ, and F13) or λέγουσιν αὐτῷ (as 

in C, F1, and the Byzantine Majority). The latter results in a more polished style and has weaker 

manuscript support; therefore, the first reading is preferred both due to external evidence and the 

principle of selecting the harder reading. 

 
325 The options here are many—the text could read Ὁ ἔσχατος (D) or Ὁ πρῶτος (א, C, F1, 

the Byzantine Majority). These are the options if we adopt the sequence of the sons found in 

these manuscripts. If we reverse the order as does B and Θ, then the options are Ὁ ἔσχατος (Θ 

and F13), Ὁ ὕστερος (B), or Ὁ δευτερος (minuscules 4 and 273). As we have already rejected this 

reversed order based on pregenealogical coherence, we are left with the first two options. D’s 

reading has the principle of selecting the harder reading in its favor. It is the reading that best 

explains the origin of the other readings, with the tradition found in Sinaiticus changing the 

answer and the tradition found in Vaticanus reversing the order. It also has support from early 

translations but has no pregenealogical coherence to examine. Sinaiticus’s reading has strong 

manuscript support—both in Greek and early translations—and the best pregenealogical 

coherence out of the three contenders. A decision here is exceedingly difficult. I slightly prefer 

Bezae’s reading, but the two options are so close as to warrant placing Sinaiticus’s reading in the 

reconstructed text as an alternative. 

 
326 The original scribe of Sinaiticus omitted the ὅτι, but a later corrector added it. Other 

manuscripts (including B, D, Θ, and the Byzantine Majority) contain it. While the omission of 

ὅτι would result in a harder reading, the overwhelming textual evidence would suggest that this 

was a mistake by the original scribe of Sinaiticus as opposed to an attempt by later scribes to 

improve the text by adding the word. Consequently, ὅτι is accepted. 

 
327 Most witnesses end this verse with εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ (as in א, B, D, Θ, and 

the Byzantine Majority). However, some witnesses read εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τῶν οὐρανῶν (as in 

F13). This reading appears to be an attempt by a scribe to correct the text to Matthew’s preferred 

βασιλείαν τῶν οὐρανῶν. Both the external evidence and the transcriptional probability point to 

εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ as the preferred reading. The original scribe of Π added ἦλθεν γὰρ 
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32 ἦλθεν γὰρ Ἰωάννης πρὸς ὑμᾶς328 ἐν ὁδῷ 

δικαιοσύνης, καὶ οὐκ329 ἐπιστεύσατε 

αὐτῷ οἱ δὲ τελῶναι καὶ αἱ πόρναι 

ἐπίστευσαν αὐτῷ, ὑμεῖς δὲ ἰδόντες 

[οὐδὲ]330μετεμελήθητε ὕστερον τοῦ 

πιστεῦσαι αὐτῷ.331 

For John came to you in the way of 

righteousness, and you did not believe 

him, but the tax collectors and the 

prostitutes believed him, and you, having 

seen, did not even later repent to believe 

him. 

 

 

πρὸς ὑμᾶς εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ after εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ but a later scribe 

corrected this reading. This addition is a merger of the ending of this verse with the start of the 

following and is simply a scribal error.  

 
328 The options here are ἦλθεν γὰρ Ἰωάννης πρὸς ὑμᾶς (as in א, B, and C) or ἦλθεν γὰρ 

πρὸς ὑμᾶς Ἰωάννης (as in D, Θ, F1, F13, and the Byzantine Majority). The manuscript evidence 

favors the first reading. The reversed order in the second reading is, perhaps, an attempt to place 

greater blame on the Jewish opponents as it more strongly indicates their culpability—it was to 

you that John came. The first reading is adopted for the reasons discussed. See Holmes, “Early 

Editorial Activity and the Text of Codex Bezae in Matthew,” 219-220. 

 
329 The original scribe of W omitted οὐκ, but a later corrector fixed this mistake. The οὐκ 

is required by context and supported by numerous textual witnesses (א, B, C, D, Θ, F1, F13, and 

the Byzantine Majority); consequently, it is accepted as part of the reconstruction. 

 
330 This variant presents one of the more difficult decisions in this textual reconstruction. 

D omits a negation altogether, whereas οὐ is used by some witnesses (א, C, and the Byzantine 

Majority), and οὐδὲ is used by others (B, Θ, F1, and F13). The textual evidence is fairly even, 

with perhaps οὐδὲ having a slight advantage. The internal evidence is more heavily in favor of 

οὐδὲ as a simple negation (οὐ) would appear to fit better, and so οὐδὲ is to be adopted if we 

accept that a negation should be present. The larger question is how to explain the omission of a 

negation in D and Syriac Sinaiticus. It could be a mistake, but the scribe—or, at least, a later 

corrector—should have caught such a copying mistake, as was the case when W omitted a 

negation earlier in this same verse. Perhaps Matthew felt that the negation was implied by 

context, or perhaps he himself accidentally omitted the negation in his composition. Regardless 

of whether the omission was an assumption by Matthew, a mistake by Matthew, or a mistake by 

a later copyist, the context requires that we read this clause with a negation. Another possibility 

is that the negation was omitted in order to make the allegory work with the Jews repenting too 

late after the destruction of the Temple—an allegorical reading Irenaeus appears to have held. 

See Minns, “Parable of the Two Sons in Irenaeus and Codex Bezae,” 58-60. 

 
331 Θ reads ἐν αὐτῷ, while other witnesses read αὐτῷ (such as א, B, D, W, and the 

Byzantine Majority). The addition of the ἐν clarifies how the dative functions and is therefore 

suspect. The overwhelming textual evidence against its inclusion confirms that the reading 

should be dismissed.  
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 Apart from the ordering of the sons, the audience's response at the parable's end, and the 

question of the negation in Jesus’s rebuke, none of these other differences hold much exegetical 

significance. However, these less exegetically significant variants remain of interest in the 

pursuit of the initial text. It is my hope that the reconstruction offered above may help advance 

the conversation around the textual uncertainties found in this pericope, which, from a text-

critical perspective, is particularly perplexing. 

 

8.6. CONCLUDING SUMMARY 

 

 The Parable of the Two Sons presents a delightful puzzle for New Testament scholars to 

enjoy as they attempt to fit the pieces together to make sense of both the manuscript tradition and 

the range of possible interpretations. Interested parties can find the parable in three main forms 

represented by the prime witness for each reading: Sinaiticus (reading one), Vaticanus (reading 

two), and Bezae (reading three). Reading two is lacking both in regard to external and internal 

evidence. Readings one and three are much more plausible, with reading one having strong 

external evidence and reading three having strong internal evidence. A decision between these 

two readings ultimately will come down to individual scholars and the manner in which they go 

about weighing competing lines of evidence. Textual criticism is as much of an art as a science, 

so individual opinions will continue to vary. This study has demonstrated that Vaticanus’s 

reading should not be considered a viable option and that Bezae’s reading (i.e., its sequence, not 

necessarily its wording) should receive much more credence in scholarly reconstructions of the 

Greek New Testament. While I personally favor Bezae’s sequence, I recognize the decision 

between Bezae and Sinaiticus is a difficult one. This study will have succeeded if other critics 
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start to see this particular set of variants as equally difficult instead of simply dismissing Bezae. 

Indeed, this pericope is a prime candidate for the newer trend of recognizing multiple variants as 

equally deserving of selection.   
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