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9 He began to tell the people this parable: “A man planted a vineyard, leased it 

to some tenant farmers, and went away on a journey for a long time. 10 When it 

was the right time, he sent a servant to the tenants to collect his share of the 

fruit of the vineyard. But the tenant farmers beat the servant and sent him 

away empty-handed. 11 The man went ahead and sent yet another servant, but 

they also beat him, treated him shamefully, and sent him away empty-handed. 
12 He then sent yet a third. They also wounded him and threw him out. 13 The 

owner of the vineyard said, ‘What should I do? I will send my son, whom I love. 

Perhaps they will respect him.’ 
14 “But when the tenant farmers saw him, they talked it over with one another. 

They said, ‘This is the heir. Let’s kill him, so that the inheritance will be ours.’ 
15 They threw him out of the vineyard and killed him. So what will the owner of 

the vineyard do to them? 16 He will come and destroy those tenant farmers and 

give the vineyard to others.” 

When they heard this, they said, “May it never be!” 
17 But he looked at them and said, “Then what about this that is written: 

The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone? 
18 “Everyone who falls on that stone will be broken to pieces, and it will crush 

the one on whom it falls.” 
19 That very hour the chief priests and the experts in the law began looking for a 

way to lay hands on him, because they knew he had spoken this parable against 

them. But they were afraid of the people. 

Dear Friends and Fellow Redeemed in Christ,  

If we were using modern day phraseology, and if we were looking at things from a 

purely non-spiritual outsider’s point of view as just a moment in history, we might 

say the walls were beginning to close in on Jesus. His opponents had had enough. 

Recent events and the undeniable recognition they as religious leaders were 

losing their influence and control over the people had pushed them over the 

edge. For some time, they knew he had to go, but now they were in the active 

planning stage of deciding just how to make it happen.  And conversations like the 

one recorded in our text for today only sped up the process. 

It is Tuesday of Holy Week. Jesus is teaching at the Temple in Jerusalem. A crowd 

had gathered to hear him. Among those listening were the religious leaders of the 



day. They interrupted Jesus and challenged him on his right to teach there. Jesus 

disarmed them with his answer, and then he told the parable we just read in our 

Gospel reading.  

The key to unlocking this parable is found in a word picture and spiritual 

correlation that would be familiar to anyone listening to Jesus at the time, but 

may not be so apparent to us. It’s found in Isaiah chapter 5 where Israel (that is, 

the people of God) is called God’s vineyard. When you understand that, it is not 

hard to connect the dots of what Jesus is saying. He was pointing out how the 

religious leaders had a history of shamefully mistreating the people God sent 

them (prophets) – and at this very moment they were plotting to kill his own 

Son.  In doing so, Jesus tells them they would bring God’s crushing judgment on 

themselves. 

Jesus knew what was going on behind the scenes. And the religious leaders knew 

that Jesus knew what was going on. They also understood how Jesus had just 

identified them as faithless leaders. All of which led them to a deeper level of 

hatred. 

What are we to make of these words of Jesus?    

Was he trying to purposefully “call out” and publicly humiliate a group of self-

righteous people?   Was he “clapping back” at those who were clearly out to get 

him? Was he heroically standing up to the spiritual bullies of his day?    

No. 

It is important for us to remember that the people who were now challenging 

Jesus are the same people he wept over twice; the same people he had in mind 

when he uttered his first word from the cross, “Father forgive them, for they 

don’t know what they are doing.” The intent of this parable was not to produce 

embarrassment, but repentance.  This parable was not spoken with a hint of 

vindictiveness; it was spoken firmly, but in love to help the religious leaders of 

Jesus’ day see the error of their ways and the wrong-headedness of the direction 

they were going. In other words, this parable was 

AN URGENT APPEAL 

It’s the same for us.  



Maybe you’re saying, “What do you mean? I’m not sure I see the connection. 

After all, we aren’t enemies of Jesus. We’re just the opposite of the people speaks 

about in this parable. We’re not the faithless. We’re the faithful.” And by God’s 

grace and goodness, we’d be right. But that doesn’t mean there is nothing beyond 

its historical application that we can learn from this parable and apply to our lives. 

Two lessons in particular rise to the surface.  

The first is this: “There but for the grace of God go I.”  

Familiar with those words? They’re commonly attributed to a sixteenth century 

Christian by the name of John Bradford. He supposedly said them as he watched a 

group of prisoners being led to their execution. As an expression it’s come to 

mean if it were not for God’s grace we could easily find ourselves being someone 

else, or in someone else’s shoes. 

The point:  knowing what we know about the religious leaders Jesus confronted 

throughout his ministry, it is easy to shake our heads and condemn them as being 

rotten, self-absorbed and uppity people.  But when we read about them, let’s be 

sure we do more than that.  Let’s also recognize in them where our sinful nature 

could take us if it is left unchecked. Let’s recognize that every time we take pride 

in ourselves apart from the grace God has given us; every time we start thinking 

we are a little better or perhaps a little more Christian than someone else; every 

time we sit in judgment on a sinner rather than the sin, thinking it unimaginable 

that we could ever do the same thing; every time we excuse ourselves from 

walking the walk by more vocally talking the talk… we, too, are exhibiting very 

same qualities we find so shameful in the religious leaders in our text. 

“There but for the grace of God go I.” During this Lenten season we are reminded 

where we didn’t go. We didn’t go to the cross as our sins deserve. Jesus did. For 

us. We won’t suffer punishment in hell for our disobedience to God. Jesus did that 

for three agonizing hours on Good Friday. For us. And he did it so we may go to a 

place where on our own we have no right to go – Paradise. Forever. 

“There but for the grace of God go I.” Understanding grace is the antidote for 

spiritual arrogance. Where we have failed to appreciate God’s grace in our lives; 

when we have been convicted of sin through the words of Jesus, let us repent – 

rather than double down and get defensive as did the religious leaders Jesus 

spoke to with this parable. Understanding grace is also the rich spiritual soil that 



naturally produces abundant fruit. That is the second lesson we can learn from 

this parable.  

When we keep in mind the image of God’s people as his vineyard, Jesus reminds 

us that faith in him is not just an intellectual exercise, but a life and life-style that 

shows its genuineness and its authenticity by its actions. In other words, the 

Christian life bears fruit.  

May I ask you a question?  Have you ever struggled with the genuine desire to “be 

a better Christian”? I would guess most of us have. Better yet I would hope all of 

us have. But think about this. Why should this be a struggle? Maybe because we 

too often focus on what we are to do, rather than what we are. There is a true 

story told about Hudson Taylor, one of the first Christian missionaries to China. At 

one point in his life he became very discouraged and felt depleted. He struggled 

to be a “better Christian.” He prayed, agonized, fasted, made resolutions and read 

the Bible, but the serenity, vitality and power he sought eluded him. One day he 

received a letter from a caring friend. The last paragraph struck Hudson in the 

heart and changed his whole perspective on things. “Not striving to have faith,” it 

read, “or to increase our faith, but looking to the Faithful One seems to be all we 

need.  An abiding in the loved One entirely, from time and eternity…”  

From that time on friends said Hudson Taylor was a different man. He didn’t work 

any less, they said, but now no longer as a man who struggled; rather as a man 

who was being used. Bible reading was not a chore to check off on the list of 

“things I must do today to be a better Christian,” but a daily desire to commune 

with God. 

The point:  Fall in love with Jesus and his Word and fruit bearing comes 

naturally.  When we focus on what we are, what we do will take care of itself. 

Learn from the mistakes of others. Understand God’s grace in our lives. Do not 

confuse the life of faith with outwardly doing rather than inwardly being. Desire 

to bear fruit for God and daily replenish the soil in which it grows. This is Jesus’s 

urgent appeal to each of us today. And what Jesus asks of us, he also empowers in 

us as we stay close to him. God grant it. Amen. 

 


