
2020.Pent18A 

Matthew 21:33-46 

 

It is festival season in Jerusalem; and the last thing the city / religious authorities want is a disturbance / riot.  

During the season of Passover, large crowds of people gather from across the whole region; so, it is 

important that everything went as smoothly as possible…   

As Jesus makes his way to Jerusalem (where the final scenes of his story will play out), the tension builds 

(between Jesus and the authorities)… the soundtrack gets louder and more intense.  Jesus has warned his 

disciples that things will NOT go smoothly.  ‘See, we are going to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be 

handed over to the chief priests and scribes, and they will condemn him to death; then they will hand him 

over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and crucified; and on the third day he will be raised.” 

(Matthew 20:18-19) 

But on what we know as Palm Sunday, Jesus was the most popular guy in the region.  The people gathered 

with palm branches and shouts of “Hosanna to the Son of David”… and Matthew tells us, “the whole city 

was in turmoil…”  The political and religious leaders were probably mumbling to themselves, “He’s a 

troublemaker!  BUT we don’t want any trouble during the festival season—NOT if we can help it.”  But 

however hard they tried to tamp down the growing tension (at least until the festival was over), Jesus seemed 

to be ramping things up… turning up the volume at every corner.   

What was the first thing Jesus did upon arriving in Jerusalem?  He entered the temple and overturned the 

tables of moneychangers / drove the sellers out… interrupting business as usual!  He slept out of town that 

night (in Bethany); but on his way back into town in the morning, he saw a fig tree on the side of the road 

and cursed it for not bearing fruit.  Then he returned to the temple.  This time, the chief priests and the elders 

were ALL present… and they were NOT happy!  “By what authority are you doing these things?” they 

demanded.   

And after telling them one vineyard story—the parable from last week (about the two sons)—Jesus proceeds 

to tell them this one… about the wicked tenants.   

The images Jesus uses here are NOT veiled.  Matthew calls it a parable, BUT it is really an allegory.  In 

other words, the things in the story have direct correlations—correlations that Jesus’ audience would have 

clearly heard / understood.  Here, God is the “landowner” … and the “vineyard” is Israel (the people of 

God).    

You see, in 1st century Judaism, “landowner” and “vineyard” were kind-of literary code words.  Whenever a 

story was told about a “vineyard,” it was really a story about the people of Israel (God’s people).  So, 

whenever we read about a “landowner” and his “vineyard” (whether in Isaiah or another prophet… or in one 

of the gospels like our readings today) we are reading the story of God—planting / tending / caring for God’s 

people.  

In our gospel story, the “landowner” (God) plants a “vineyard” (the people of God).  The “vineyard” is then 

leased out to tenant farmers who are charged with watching over the “vineyard”—cultivating it / caring for it 

/ harvesting the fruit… and of course, giving a portion of the annual yield back to the landowner.   

[**Remember: God wanted God’s people to become a fruit-bearing nation… a shining light to the nations.  

Through them—through their fruits—God wanted to bless all the nations of the world.] 



2 
 

In Jesus’ story, even the great prophets of Israel’s history become characters.  They are the long string of 

“servants” who are beaten, stoned, and killed by the “tenant farmers” (who, of course, are the group standing 

in front of Jesus right now… the ones with their arms crossed / their faces red with anger—the religious 

leaders).  Finally, the landowner sends one who is much more than a prophet; he sends his own son… who is 

also killed! 

“What do you suppose the owner will do with these tenants?” Jesus asks them… and in reply, they condemn 

themselves: “He will put those wretches to a miserable death, and lease the vineyard to other tenants who 

will give him the produce at the harvest time.”   

It is the “right” answer—according to the world’s way of thinking.  Clearly, the landowner has every right to 

punish the tenants for not paying him his due… every right to destroy them / put them to death for the way 

they treated his servants / murdered his son.  It is the answer the world expects, but it is not Jesus’ answer… 

it is not what God does…   

In response, Jesus quotes from Psalm 118 (vs. 22-23): “The stone that the builders rejected has become the 

cornerstone; this was the Lord’s doing, and it is amazing in our eyes.”   This is Jesus way of saying that God 

is about to do a double reversal.  Though they are rejecting Jesus and his message (and will ultimately reject 

him by crucifying him), God has something else in mind… and will vindicate Jesus in the end.   

Now, the religious leaders are fixed and resistant to what God is doing in their midst; BUT they are NOT 

dumb.  They get it—they get the point of what Jesus is saying… and they are furious!  Matthew tells us that 

they wanted to arrest Jesus—and will eventually… but for now, they can only stand by helpless because 

“they feared the crowds because they regarded him as a prophet” (vs. 46). 

 

Now… if Jesus is just angry about the resistance of the Jewish leaders / failure of the religious leadership to 

tend and care for God’s vineyard / God’s people… then we have the luxury of hearing this story from a safe 

distance.   

If Jesus is angry about how the prophets were treated / how he (his message) is being rejected (as they 

were)… then our hands are also clean.  But… listen to what Jesus says: “The kingdom of God will be taken 

away from you and given to a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom” (vs. 43).   

It is tempting for us, today, to read these words simply as a rebuke of the old guard— “You tell ‘em, Jesus—

those rotten Pharisees and chief priests and elders.”  BUT if we do that… we miss the urgent imperative that 

is aimed at us.   

Aren’t we the new tenant farmers of the vineyard of God’s kingdom?   Aren’t these words of confrontation / 

instruction for us today… as much as they were for Jesus’ audience… and Matthew’s audience… and every 

generation after that?! 

If Jesus is the Messiah (and we believe he is)… and if we are “joint heirs” with him of God’s kingdom as 

Paul says (Romans 8:15-17) … then are we NOT also accountable to God for producing the fruits that God 

expects to see?   
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This parable reminds us what God expects of us—the vineyard’s current tenant farmers… those who have 

been given the task of living into God’s kingdom… of cultivating and caring for and bearing fruit for God’s 

vineyard.   

• How are we doing with managing / taking care of the “vineyard” entrusted to us / to our care?   

• Is God, the landowner, pleased with us as the keepers of the vineyard… or should we feel some 

judgment too?   

• What is the “harvest” that God expects to see from us?  Are we producing the kingdom fruit that God 

wants to see?   

Dear friends, we have been entrusted with so much.  We are the tenants of God’s incredible vineyard—NOT 

the owners of it (something we easily forget).   

If God’s kingdom is going to come into being—as we pray every time we pray the Lord’s Prayer: “…thy 

kingdom come… thy will be done… on earth as it is in heaven…”   If this world is going to be transformed 

(in the way that God wants it to be transformed)… then we must bear fruit—the fruit of justice and mercy… 

the fruit of love and forgiveness and acceptance…   

As I read on a bumper sticker not that long ago: The world you desire comes not by CHANCE but by 

CHANGE.  What a difference one letter can make!   

The world that God is working to shape through the ministry of the church—through those of us who make 

up Christ’s body on earth—will NOT come into being by CHANCE or coincidence.  It will come only when 

tenant farmers like you and me CHANGE how we live— 

• no longer rejecting God’s Word and will… 

• seeking to live together in peace and unity…  

• working for the good and wellbeing of all people…  

• treating all people as worthy and valuable—no matter the color of their skin / their sexual orientation 

/ their beliefs…  

• speaking out against injustice in all its forms…  

• taking a stand against racism and white supremacy / bigotry and hatred…  

• opposing all forms of harassment and abuse…  

• helping and serving our neighbors in need…  

• living the Gospel—bearing fruit for God’s kingdom…  

 

Let us pray.  Gracious and loving God, in the waters of baptism you name us and claim us and make us 

your very own.  Thank you for the gift of faith… and for your relentless love that will not let us go.  Make 

us active participants in your kingdom.  Call us out of our apathy and complacency.  Empower us by your 

Spirit to be the kingdom-people you call us to be.  Lead us to be living signs of your grace in the lives of 

those around us.  In Jesus’ name we pray.  Amen.   

 


