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The reading for today is one of three consecutive parables in Matthew.  On the surface, 
all three parables seem to point to the Jewish rejection of Jesus as the Messiah and the 
movement of the Christian message to the Gentile world.  On closer reading we discover 
that all three parables address a broader concern and a wider audience than merely the 
case for a Gentile mission.  The parable for today confronts us with the need to produce 
“fruits of the kingdom” (21.43). 
 
The first thing we see in the parable of the wicked tenants is that it is highly 
Christological.  The son comes from a long line of the prophets who have been stoned 
and killed.  The Jewish authorities do not get the point that they have condemned 
themselves with their answer, but the citation from Psalm 118.22-23 makes it clear.  The 
second thing we realize is that this is not a parable, it is an allegory.  A parable is a self-
contained story, the meaning of which is found within its own actions and characters.  An 
allegory refers to events and actions outside itself, from which it gets its meaning.  The 
first piece of the story that would have given this away to the original hearers is the 
description of the landowner in verse 33.  It would have sounded like a reference to 
Isaiah 5.1-7, “…the vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel.” Our story for 
today is clearly referring to the rejection of the prophets, the killing of Jesus, the 
punishment of the tenants (probably the destruction of Jerusalem), and the transfer of the 
vineyard to the Gentiles.  The events occur after Jesus’ death.  It makes sense that the 
storyteller has taken a parable Jesus told and interpreted it in light of post-Easter 
developments.  The original parable told by Jesus is probably captured in Luke 20.9-18.  
Some of you may not like the idea of extra-canonical writings, but the saying found in the 
Gospel of Thomas (Logion 65) is probably even closer to what Jesus actually said.  Be 
that as it may, the author of Matthew clearly shows us what Scripture and preaching are 
all about – bringing tradition forward to address a new condition in the church.  
 
The quoting of Psalm 118 (which is a passage that the early church frequently quoted, see 
Acts 4.11; 1 Peter 2.7) seems to make the parable about the Jewish rejection of the 
Messiah, but it is cleverly told in such a way that the Jewish authorities indict themselves.  
Then the story takes a turn.  The vineyard is taken from the original tenants who have 
abused their privilege and it is given, not to the Gentiles per se, but to “a people that 
produce the fruits of the kingdom.”  Matthew’s congregation cannot gloat over the plight 
of the original tenants or expect an unwarranted membership in the “right” community.  
Matthew’s congregation cannot count on an automatic transfer, as if they have been 
guaranteed membership, or ownership of the vineyard.  They (and we) are left with the 
question: Are they (we) a people producing “the fruits of the kingdom”? 
To be sure, there is some encouragement to those who have faithfully followed the 
crucified Messiah.  But beyond that is a warning: unless the new tenants (we must 
remember that Christians are tenants and not owners of the vineyard) bear fruit, the 



vineyard may again be transferred.  The owner of the vineyard still expects righteous 
living, human caring and courageous witnessing, the three things that Matthew 
understands as “bearing fruit.”  
 
At a basic level of understanding, what we call the parable of the wicked tenants is really 
an allegory about the disobedience of Israel and the consequent turn of God toward a new 
people, the followers of Jesus Christ.  The church is now in the position of being the 
tenants and the story begins again.  Now the church is responsible to God for the harvest; 
now the church is challenged to truly be “a people that produces the fruits of the 
kingdom” (Mtt. 21. 43).   
 
Take one last look at this story.  Do you find yourself wondering what the owner of the 
vineyard was thinking when he continued to send servants to the vineyard after they were 
abused?  At the last, the owner makes the incredible decision to send his son.  Logically 
the decision to send his son makes no sense.  But there is special pathos in sending the 
son.  The vineyard owner is very reluctant to give up on the tenants.   The owner cares so 
much for them that he is willing to risk his son in that situation with a history of violence.  
Final judgment does come to those who oppose God’s purposes, but judgment (even as 
harsh as it is in Matthew) is always aimed at restoration.  Matthew is telling a story about 
Jesus, the Messiah of Israel who came to “save his people from their sins” (Mtt. 1.21).   
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