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The Kingdom of Heaven Strikes Back     
 
 
Let us pray. Dear God, may the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be 
acceptable in your sight, oh Lord our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen 
 
This morning we hear a kingdom parable from Jesus who has left the fields and the 
mountains and has come to the heart of political and religious life for Israel: The temple.  
 
Jesus has entered into the city in a procession meant to both challenge and subvert the 
existing power structures of Roman Rule, and then he went straight to the temple, 
turning over the tables of the money changers and chasing them off the property.  
 
Not surprisingly he is stopped by the chief priests and elders of the people who ask, “By 
what authority are you doing these things?”  
 
The parable of the wicked tenants was the centerpiece of his response.  
 
Listen to another parable, he says.  
 
The imagery and the words would not only be familiar to the audience, but they would 
have loudly alluded to the history of Israel and its prophets. The prophet Isaiah wrote 
about Israel as a vineyard, the slaves of the landowner symbolized the two waves of 
prophets in Israel’s history. As in the parable, the prophets had been ignored or worse 
by those who held power.  
 
The parable takes on an additional meaning, not only teaching a timeless lesson for 
Jesus’ context, but recalling the past sins of Israel and its leadership. 
 
Finally, as with many exchanges with the chief priests and the Pharisees, he ends with a 
question: “Now when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those 
tenants?” 
 
This is a barely veiled public threat. The Pharisees and Jesus alike are well aware of the 
highly visible stage upon which they are standing. What’s more, the pretense of the 
allegory has been stripped away. The “landowner” of the story is now openly called the 
kyrios or Lord.  
 
It seems as if there is only one answer for them to give. “He will put those wretches to a 
miserable death, and lease the vineyard to other tenants who will give him the fruit at 
the harvest time.”  
 
This language is much harsher in Matthew’s gospel than in its parallels in Mark and 
Luke. What’s more is that in Matthew’s version, the condemnation comes from the 
mouths of the religious leaders themselves.  
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Why would the tenants act in such a way?  
 
And how can Jesus, the man who told Peter to forgive seventy-seven times, the man who 
preached love of enemies and prayer for those who persecute you, how could the 
gracious savior of a people pronounce this ultimate judgment?  
 
These questions push us deeper into the parable, deeper into scripture, and deeper into 
our understanding of what God desires for us. 
 
Let’s read it again.  
 
Jesus says, “listen to another parable”  
 
Close your eyes. picture God’s hand forming the vineyard. Picture a gentle hand 
installing the boundaries of the land. 
 
In the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens, …there was no one to till 
the ground;… 
 
then the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his 
nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living being. And the Lord God 
planted a garden in Eden, in the east; and there he put the man he had formed.  
 
The landowner gave the tenants everything they needed, he planted the vineyard, put a 
fence around it, dug a winepress, and put up a watchtower.  
 
Out of the ground the Lord God made to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight 
and good for food, the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil.  
 
Now picture the landowner placing tenants in the vineyard to care for it, telling them 
that he would come back to collect the fruits that are rightfully his.  
 
Then the Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it. 
And the Lord God commanded the man, “You may freely eat of every tree of the 
garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the 
day that you eat of it you shall die.” 
 
The tenants had all that they needed, but they were not satisfied with their portion. They 
wanted more. When they saw the son of the vineyard owner, they saw a path to seizing 
the ownership and authority of the vineyard for themselves.  
 
“So when they saw that the tree was good for food and that it was a delight to the eyes, 
and that the tree was desired to make one wise, they took of its fruit and ate; Then the 
eyes of both were opened. 
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They seized the heir and killed him in order to get his inheritance.  
 
Then they heard the sound of the Lord God walking in the evening breeze, and the man 
and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the Lord God.”  
 
Now when the Lord of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those tenants? 
 
This alternative story is of course the story of Adam and Eve and the fall of humanity. 
Thousands of years separate these two readings, but the message is the same. The 
people of God are given everything they need, including authority to till and care for 
God’s creation. They lack nothing, and yet there is still the desire to wrest control away 
from God and take it for themselves. When the tenants see the heir, when Eve sees the 
fruit, they seek to make that power their own. to take the place of God.  
 
It is not enough to have the provisions, we want to have the power. It is not enough to 
till the land and live from its bounty, we must own it. it is not enough to receive God’s 
blessings, we must have God’s own authority.  
 
It is not an exaggeration to call this humanity’s original sin.  
 
Sadly, it is also our most common. Over and over again we commit violence against one 
another in order to secure our own place over and against others, even over and against 
God.  
 
Why would the tenants make the choices they did? 
 
They desire what is not theirs. Ironically, it isn’t the vineyard or the fruit that they 
desire—that has already been provided for them!  
 
Instead, they desire the sovereignty and authority that is rightly the Lord’s. They see this 
as a “lack” and seek to take for themselves what is properly God’s.  
 
The earth and all that is in it is the Lord’s. God has created us as co-creators in the work 
of tending our beautiful and fragile world.  
 
The leaders in Jesus’ time, just as the leaders during the time of exile and the prophets, 
were trying to find security and stability for themselves and their people. While this 
seems like a noble goal, they ended up forfeiting their integrity and damaging their 
relationship with God and with one another in the process. 
 
As a species we seem to not be able to resist wanting control. We transgress the lives of 
others, and even commit violence in order to gain it and keep it. 
 
This week my alma mater (along with our friends over at Georgetown University and 
elsewhere) were found to have admitted cheaters. Hollywood elite like William H. Macy 
and Felicity Huffman are implicated. Exams were faked, pole vaulting photos were 
doctored, essays on loving tennis were written. A great deal of effort was put into 
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gaining admission into USC, Georgetown, and elsewhere. But the effort was not put into 
actual academic efforts. Instead, a great deal of effort was put into getting around the 
requirements of admission.  
 
People cheating to get what they want, to take what is not theirs. It is a selfish 
calculation: “This is the heir; come, let us kill him and get his inheritance.” 
 
Now when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to us?”  
 
My initial reaction to that question is to se it as a threat, a warning about punitive 
measures that will be taken on the wrong-doers. The Pharisees and chief priests hear the 
same.  
 
“He will put those wretches to a miserable death, and he will lease the vineyard to other 
tenants who will give him the fruits at the harvest time.” 
 
This desire for vengeance is all too human. But the Pharisees miss the whole picture. 
Though they cannot see beyond the cycle of violence that is embedded in this story, we 
must remember that the man who is telling this story is the same man who said, “You 
have heard it said an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth, but I say to you do not resist 
an evil doer. … Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” 
 
The pharisees see the damage that the tenants have committed against the landowner 
and his people, but they do not see the damage that the tenants have done to 
themselves. They had all they needed. Their desire for what was not theirs was a 
perversion and an injury within their own souls. This is the primal story of human sin. 
The desire to put ourselves in the place of God—regardless if it is for selfish or noble 
ends—leads to our destruction.  
 
“When the Lord comes, what will he do?” Let us go back to our Creation story in 
Genesis:  
 
The Lord God made garments of skins for the man and his wife and he clothed them. … 
the Lord God sent him forth from the garden of Eden, to till the ground from which he 
was formed. He drove out the man; and at the east of the garden of Eden he placed the 
cherubim, and a sword flaming and turning to guard the tree of life.  
 
The first people and the tenants in the vineyard both want to secure power and control 
over their circumstances, instead of trusting that God has provided all that is needed. 
They do damage to themselves with this desire. Damage that is done long before the 
Lord confronts them. 
 
The Pharisees imagine retribution, but Jesus brings them God.  
 
They said to him, “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.” 
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Jesus said to them, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you.  
 
But listen to the change 
 
It will be taken away from you and given to a people that produces the 
fruits of the kingdom.  
There is no putting to a miserable death. There is no returning violence with violence.  
 
There are consequences. The kingdom of God cannot be tended by selfish leaders. The 
violence done when we choose to live for ourselves over and against others tears at the 
very fabric of our lives. 
 
When we are confronted with the truth of our own sin, it hurts. It hurts to kick against 
the truth which will not yield to our selfish desires.  
 
“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 
amazing in our eyes’? 
 
The one who falls on this stone will be broken to pieces;  
and it will crush anyone on whom it falls.” 
 
Grasping for God’s power might seem beyond us, in a time long ago, but it is nearer than 
you think.  
 
It lives in the belief that you can control your safety, your destiny, the destiny of your 
children, in what you eat, what neighborhood you buy your house in, what retirement 
plans you invest in. 
 
While they may start out as practical measures to maintain daily life, so many of these 
things end up bearing the weight of our hopes and dreams—and it is a weight they are 
not able to hold. Our money, our health, our happiness, our security, our control cannot 
be taken, it must be received.  
 
Like Eve seeing that the fruit was good to eat, like the tenants seeing their opportunity 
to seize control of the vineyard, our desire to secure our lives by means other than the 
grace of God will lead to greater and greater anxiety.  
 
We are created to receive and give, not to take and hoard.  
 
it means a reevaluation of need. We pray every week that we will be given our daily 
bread. We in this congregation have more than our fair share of daily bread.  
 
This should be a balm to our anxiety, and a chance to relinquish those aspirations that 
in the end will not give us happiness.  
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Our striving for happiness, for security, for control, for assurance will result in strife, 
anxiety, and brokenness in our relationships with one another and with God.  
 
Our security, our happiness, our wholeness is a gift. A gift given when God traced our 
image from the dirt and breathed life into our fragile and wonderful bodies.  
 
And let every breath remind us that God has set us here for a purpose. Thanks be to 
God. Amen.  


