
Builders, tenants… in rejecting Jesus, they were rejecting the whole 
point of all their religious activities. Yes, they were the wicked tenants, 
trying to snatch the Kingdom of God and make it their own.

The chief priests and Pharisees got the point all right. But, instead of 
repenting and believing – the possibility still offered to them at the end of 
the parable of the two sons (Mt. 21.32) – they were steeled in their resolve 
to get rid of Jesus.

Reflect:

• “Therefore I tell you that the kingdom of God will be taken 
away from you and given to a people who will produce its fruit” 
(v. 43). What “fruit” is the Lord expecting from his “vineyard”? 
Who are the “people who will produce its fruit?

• In what ways is the Christian Church of today in danger of 
“snatching the Kingdom of God and making it our own”? How 
can we – in word and action – keep ourselves in line with the 
heart and will of God, the Owner?

• It all gets back to the question with which we started: In the 
Kingdom of God, who has the right to rule?
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Study 5: The Father’s Will. Reading: Matthew 26.36-46.

We pride ourselves that we live in a democracy – defined as 
“government of the people by the people for the people”. Even so, we can 
still raise questions from time to time as to whether we are adequately or 
fairly represented. It may seem that electoral boundaries are manipulated 
to benefit one or other of the major parties – a “gerrymander”. Optional 
preferential voting – or, even more so, “first past the post” – can 
jeopardise minor parties and may result in the election of MPs who lack 
support of the majority of voters.

Yet we do have checks and balances not enjoyed by countries whose 
dictator has declared himself “president for life”. And, despite any 
deficiencies in the system, governments in our country are changed by 
ballot, not by a coup staged by an armed power group.

When the nations of the world have intervened to overthrow a brutal 
dictatorship, the plan has been to conduct fair democratic elections as 
soon as practicable. That isn’t always easy. Old power blocs remain who 
want to ensure their own long-term dominance. Nepotism and corruption 
may well spoil well-earned freedom. Who has the right to rule? Who can 
rule?

Reflect:

• Elected governments come and go. In the final count, who 
has the right to rule?
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4. The Right to Rule
Reading: Matthew 21.33-46



The Tenants

Read: Matthew 21.33-41.

This parable follows the parable of the two sons with its closing 
comment, “I tell you the truth, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are 
entering the kingdom of God ahead of you. For John came to you to show 
you the way of righteousness, and you did not believe him, but the tax 
collectors and the prostitutes did. And even after you saw this, you did 
not repent and believe him” (vv. 31b-32).

Cultivation of grapes is so different from the crops some of us know 
well. It’s not just a matter of cultivating, planting, fertilising, irrigating… 
harvesting. For good management, grape vines are trained on wires – 
rather like a fence. It takes several years to get a good crop. Each year the 
vines have to be carefully pruned. Since the fruiting branches come from 
the old wood, careless pruning can severely reduce the crop. With good 
care, grape vines produces their crop on and on – even for hundreds of 
years.

The landowner in the parable has set up the vineyard well. He has 
planted it, put a wall around it to keep out animal predators, dug a 
winepress in it, and built a watchtower. Then he rented it to farmers who 
were to care for it while he was away.

We aren’t sure what the rental agreement entailed. Obviously it has to 
be much more than the leasing of land for a farmer to grow his own crops. 
Here is an established vineyard. The landowner was to receive a fixed 
proportion of the fruit in its season. We note that the landowner sends his 
servants “to collect his fruit” (v. 34).

The tenants, however, conspire to keep all the harvest for themselves. 
They ill-treated and even killed the servants who were sent. And when 
the owner sent his son, they said to one another, “This is the heir. Come, 
let’s kill him and take his inheritance” (v. 38). They were, of course, 
making some rather big assumptions:

· He hasn’t got anyone else to send.
· This absent landowner will never return to hold us to account.

· Isn’t it really ours anyway? We do all the work around here – this 
is just confirming our right.

The crowd understood well what the owner would do when he 
returned – “He will bring those wretches to a wretched end, and he will 
rent the vineyard to other tenants, who will give him his share of the crop 
at harvest time” (v. 41).

Reflect:

• How do we regard the relative rights and responsibilities of 
owners and tenants today?

• To what extent does a tenant rightly refer to “my farm”, “my 
house” …? What is the difference between this kind of 
“ownership” and absolute ownership?

Whose Kingdom?

Read: Matthew 21.42-46.

To understand the implications of this parable we need to go back to 
the references to vines and vineyard in the Old Testament. In Isaiah 5.1-2 
we read, “I will sing for the one I love a song about his vineyard: My 
loved one had a vineyard on a fertile hillside. He dug it up and cleared it 
of stones and planted it with the choicest vines. He built a watchtower in 
it and cut out a winepress as well. Then he looked for a crop of good 
grapes, but it yielded only bad fruit”. And v. 7, “The vineyard of the Lord 
Almighty is the house of Israel, and the men of Judah are the garden of 
his delight”. Such references would have been very clear to Jesus’ hearers.

Jesus quotes here from Psalm 118.22-23. Psalms 113-118 form the 
Hallel, a collection of songs sung at the great festivals – Passover, 
Pentecost, and Tabernacles – and on other holy days. Of course they 
knew it. In fact, it was the Psalm being sung by the pilgrims as they 
escorted Jesus into Jerusalem riding on the donkey. The Hebrew phrase 
“hosanna” is “save us” in v. 25, and v. 26a is “Blessed is he who comes 
in the name of the Lord”. Probably they thought of vv. 22-23 in terms of 
Israel itself. But, like so much of this Psalm, the words were about to be 
fulfilled in Jesus himself.


