
PENTECOST 18 (PROPER 22), OCTOBER 4, 2020       Rev. Roger A. Erdman 

Lectionary Readings: Isaiah 5:1-7; Psalm 80:7-19; Philippians 3:4b-14; Matthew 

21:33-46 

Sermon Title: By Grace We Manage 

Prayer: Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of [our] heart[s] be 

acceptable in Your sight, O LORD, [our] Rock and [our] Redeemer.  (Psalm 

19:14) 
Salutation: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ.  (Ephesians 1:2) 

Text: The Word from God through which the Holy Spirit comes to stir our 

hearts for the Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost is from our Gospel 

Reading: The Holy Gospel according to St. Matthew, the 21st chapter. 

Introduction: Dear friends in Christ, our text for today is that of “the parable of 

the tenants.”  That begs the question: “What is a tenant?”  In its literal sense, a 

tenant is a person who occupies land or property rented from a landlord. 

I. In this parable, Jesus used the image of the vineyard, an image from the prophet 

Isaiah (Isaiah 5:1-7).  This imagery along with the characters would have been well 

known to His hearers.  They would have readily recognized that: 

• The owner represented God. 

• The vineyard represented Judea, centered in Jerusalem. 

• The many details involved in the planting of the vineyard: the fence, the tower, 

the winepress, and so forth show that God has blessed Israel with all it needs to 

thrive and grow with a long term commitment.   

• The tenants represent the spiritual leadership of the nation.  In the current 

circumstances, that would be chief priests and the elders of the people – the 

same people who asked about Jesus’ authority.   
• The servants who came to collect the crop would be God’s servants – 

especially His prophets.  The fruit they expected would be repentance and 

faith. 

Keep a few things in the back of your mind as we go through this parable. 

• This is Holy Week: 

• Many of the events represented in the parable would happen in less than a 

week. 

• In a few days, Judas will betray Jesus. 

• In less than a week, Jesus will suffer, die on the cross, and rise from the dead. 

• The chief priests and the elders were already having secret talks about how to 

destroy Jesus. 

• Jesus knew that this was coming when He told this story.  So, the parable is 

about the person who first told it. 
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In looking at the parable, as the harvest was now due, the owner wanted his 

rightful rent, a familiar note to any landowner listening to Jesus.  Though Jesus 

was directing His comments to the religious leaders of His day, the average 

Israelite could easily apply this story to his or her own life.  Things such as God 

wants obedience, sacrifice, worship, and mercy. 

And if the audience was expecting a pat on the back by Jesus and a warm “You’ve 

all done well,” they were disappointed.  You see as a whole, Israel had not been a 

faithful tenant.  Perceiving God’s centuries-long patience as weakness, they took 

advantage of it: 

• They regarded the presence of God’s temple in Jerusalem as a constant 

assurance that God was pleased with them – whatever they did or did not do. 

Small sins lead to greater ones.  As if to say: “We got away with it this time, it 

will be even easier next time.” 

• They hardened their hearts to God’s long-suffering grace, and to His presence 

among them in the person of Jesus. 

Under these circumstances, the landowner had the right to punish these tenants 

with death, and that is exactly what the ordinary landowner would do.  However, 

the landowner in the parable is not ordinary.  What does he do?  “He sent other 

servants, more than the first.  And they did the same to them” (Matthew 21:36). 

Here Jesus illustrated the incredible mercy and grace of God.  Instead of judging 

Israel and destroying it, God sent more prophets.  Through the sending of more 

prophets, God was offering life to Israel.  Nevertheless, God’s prophets continued 

to suffer cruel violence. 

Then we reach the point in the parable where the landowner did something insane.  

Jesus said: “Finally, he sent his son to them, saying, ‘They will respect my son’” 

(Matthew 21:37). 

Given the history of these tenants, no earthly landowner would do this.  An earthly 

landowner might send his son at the head of an army with orders to destroy the 

tenants, but he would never send his son to collect the fruit of the vineyard. 

As Jesus continued, the tenants reveal the extent of their insanity in these words:  

When the tenants saw the son, they said to themselves, ‘This is the heir.  Come, let 

us kill him and have his inheritance.’  And they took him and threw him out of the 

vineyard and killed him” (Matthew 21:38–39). 

Therefore, this parable is eerily accurate in its detail.  The tenants threw the son out 

of the vineyard before they killed him.  In a similar manner, Roman soldiers will 

lead Jesus out of Jerusalem and crucify Him.  The parable illustrates the events that 

will happen to Jesus by the end of the week. 
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So, we might say the parable in today’s Gospel is a true tragedy.  It ends with a 

dead son and damned tenants.  Jesus was not satisfied with this ending, so He 

followed it with a quote from Psalm 118.  Jesus said to them: “Have you never 

read in the Scriptures: ‘The stone that the builders rejected has become the 

cornerstone; this was the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes?’” 

(Matthew 21:42). 

With these words, Jesus made it clear that the fate of those wicked tenant farmers 

in the parable need not be our fate.  You see, God would offer His vineyard to 

others (the Gentiles).  Though He still leaves the door open for Israel to return.  So 

much so to provoke them to envy the Gentiles who have come into the vineyard, as 

some individuals of Judaism have returned (Romans 11:11). 

Therefore: 

• It would not surprise me at all if some of those who voted to crucify Jesus later 

repented. 

• It would not surprise me at all if they heard the preaching of the Apostles and 

received the gift of faith from the Holy Spirit. 

• It would not surprise me at all if they, through that gift of faith in the One 

Whom they crucified, were now in heaven praising God. 

You see, God’s grace is for all.  He wants to give it to us freely for the sake of the 

perfect life, suffering, death, and resurrection of Jesus.  If we insist that God must 

save us on our terms, then we shall follow the example of the wicked tenants in the 

parable. 

However, when God has His way: 

• We will die in Christ and follow Him. 

• We will not remain in the grave but will rise from the dead just as Christ rose. 

Therefore, in Christ, we are already Sons of the living God.  Jesus has placed His 

righteousness in our hearts, and we will live with him forever.   

II. Thus, this parable speaks to us. The vineyard represents God’s kingdom, the 

church.  God has called us to be His productive workers: 

• In Baptism we are transplanted into Christ, into God’s kingdom. 

• In the Lord’s Supper, along with the bread and the fruit of the vine we receive 

Christ’s body and blood, given and shed for the forgiveness of our sins, which 

strengthen us for fruitful service. 

Yes, God’s grace abounds, enabling us to work diligently for Him.  He supplies all 

that we need: 

• A rich vineyard. 

• A tower for protection. 

• And a wine press. 
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Yet each Lord’s Day as we gather, we begin our worship not by proclaiming our 

fruitfulness, but by humbly acknowledging that: 

• We also have failed. 

• We have not given God what he rightfully deserves. 

As a thirsty person yearns for a cold drink, we yearn for the Lord’s mercy, and He 

does not withhold it.  Therefore, on account of Jesus, God freely forgives us. 

You see, just as God forgives us, He also reinvigorates us to do the good that our 

own sinful nature cannot do.  His grace empowers us.  So, the fruit we bear is 

produced by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. 

For illustrative purposes, for the winemaker the source of the grapes is all-

important.  The source of our fruitfulness likewise is all-important.  The source is 

the Perfect One, Christ, Who covers us with His righteousness and empowers us to 

yield acceptable fruits pleasing to God. 

Conclusion: Dear friends in Christ: 

• By grace God has called you as a tenant in His vineyard. 

• By grace He enables you to remain a worker in His vineyard until the day our 

Lord returns. 

• He empowers you to serve him by living fruitfully. 

In the name of T Jesus, Who forgives all your sins.  Amen. 

 

To God alone the Glory! 


