Pent. 18 “The Good News of Certain Judgment” Matt 21 42
May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing unto
You, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen!
Good news of judgment? How can that even be?
This very stone which the builders rejected has become the cornerstone...”
The setting for today’s Gospel is described in the 21st chapter of Matthew. In
verse 18 we are told that it was early in the morning. The day before this Jesus
had turned over the tables at the temple and drove out all who were buying and
selling in the temple area. He then went to Bethany where He spent the night,
likely with Lazarus and his two sisters, Martha and Mary.
It is possible that He got up very early seeking not to disturb His hosts. Matthew
tells us that Jesus was hungry. Maybe He got up early and slipped out so that
Martha and Mary would not need to make Him breakfast. In any event, it is on His
trip from Bethany back to Jerusalem that Jesus will curse the tree which had
nothing but leaves to offer His hunger.
Now, Jesus not only goes back to Jerusalem, but to the temple where He had
created such a stir with the whips, tables, and all. Talk about nerves of iron!
Immediately He is met by the chief priests and the elders of the people who
demand to know by what authority He is doing these things.
He sets up a situation where He forces the Jewish authorities either to back down
or to get in trouble with the people over John the Baptizer’s ministry. Then He
begins a series of parables. In today’s parable, our Lord speaks of the Landowner,
vineyard, evil tenants, righteous servants and Son, and the stone rejected by the
builders.
As the Lord Jesus talks about a vineyard, all of the Jewish leaders would
immediately start thinking of Isaiah 5, our Old Testament reading for today.. The
prophet Isaiah was inspired to speak of Israel as a “vine,” tenderly cared for by
God, and yet it produced no fruit.

Now, let’s stop right here.... The disciples had just that morning watched how the
Lord responded to the fruitless fig tree: He curses it! As Jesus started this parable
of the vineyard, I can just see the disciples looking around at each other with
knowing looks and nods... they knew that something really big was being said....
They knew that the Jewish leaders had no idea what they were up against in
Jesus.... the Son of the Living God.
The vineyard described by Isaiah was not only fruitless, it produced in its place
injustice and bloodshed. Therefore, as Jesus cursed the fruitless tree, so God
curses fruitless Israel by removing its protection and stopping the blessings of rain
and strong soil.
Now, let’s take a closer look at characters in the parable. It should be easy to pick
the main ones out. The landowner is God, the Creator heaven and earth who is
the true owner of all things. The tenants are us, really, who are supposed be the
caretakers of all that God has made, but even more specifically, as Jesus states at
the end of the parable, the religious leaders of the people. The servants are the
prophets who God sent to collect what was due to the Lord God. The son, of
course, is God’s son, our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Which makes the conclusion
obvious since sinful men (religious leaders) killed both the prophets and the Son
of God.
But there are several elements of the story that defy expectations, principally: the
murderous actions of the servants and the seemingly impotent reactions of the
Landowner. The logic of the story becomes quite tortured, if not fantastic. Jesus is
clearly trying to show that their rejection is folly. For one thing, there is no good
reason why the tenants should alter their evil ways just because the landowner
sends his son. Just as there is also no good reason, in real life, for Jesus to hope
that the authorities He is dealing with will alter their unbelief. To them, He is
simply a dangerous nuisance.
Similarly, the reason the tenants give for their plan to kill the landowner’s son is
equally absurd. There is no real chance that murdering the heir of the estate will
result in their inheriting it. Especially since the landowner is still alive and
breathing down their necks at the end of the story.

Jesus said earlier (Matthew 13:13-14) “This is why I speak to the crowds in
parables: although they see, they don’t really see; and although they hear, they
don’t really hear or understand. 14 What Isaiah prophesied has become
completely true for them:
‘You will hear, to be sure, but never understand; and you will certainly see
but never recognize what you are seeing.’”
That kind of sounds like our world today, huh?
Dr. Gibbs’ commentary puts this into perspective saying, “there is, then, a
profoundly mysterious sense in which the days of fulfillment of Jesus’ ministry in
Israel in a particular time bring both a collective blessing (to those who follow
Jesus) and a collective judgment (to those who oppose and hate him).
You see, Jesus’ parables are designed to teach, to reveal, and to confront their
hearers. In this one, Jesus knows exactly why He is in Jerusalem, and He knows
exactly what His opponents are planning to do to Him. The parable is designed to
expose their plans, to condemn them through their own words:
“He will put those wretches to a miserable death and let out the vineyard
to other tenants who will give him the fruits in their season.”
So, what is the meaning of this? What is the judgment and what is the good
news?
Jesus concludes the parable by saying, “the kingdom of God will be taken away
from you and given to a people producing its fruits. That is both judgment and
good news.
But first, we have to ascertain what the kingdom of God is. It certainly is not
Israel. God is doing a new thing. He is coming into His creation in the flesh. In
Matthew 4:17 Jesus says, ““Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” And in
Luke 17:21 Jesus says, “Behold, the kingdom of God is in the midst of you.”
The kingdom of God is Jesus. And the judgment is that He will be taken away from
the chief priests and the elders of the people by their own persistent unbelief. It
was given to them too, but because of their unbelief, judgment is imposed upon
the leaders of the people.

The Way, the Truth, and the Life is taken away them, therefore, so is the Father.
For no one comes to the Father except through Jesus, His Son.
You see, the Chief Priests and the Pharisees perceived that Jesus was telling this
parable against them, something that just about any 5-year-old could have
figured out. Jesus was against them. Just as He is against the world. He stands
against everyone who will not accept His acceptance of the world by faith alone.
One is rejected by their own rejection of the One Needful Thing…Jesus.
Next, we have to identify what the Good News is. Clearly, the Good News is that
the Kingdom of God, Jesus, will be given to a people producing its fruits. But who
are these people? And what are their fruits? Well, the only fruit that we can
produce in God’s eyes are those which are a product of the Holy Spirit, and the
primary and only salvific fruit, the one that gives us Jesus, is faith. Those who have
faith in Him will be given the Way, the Truth, and the Life, and through Him they
will come to dwell in the House of the Lord our God forever. That is Good News!
And that is how we arrive at the amazing, astonishing, infinite, all-encompassing,
seventy times seven, as far as the East is from the West kind of grace and mercy
of God our Father through Jesus Christ our Lord. Jesus dies for the sins of the
world. Every sin of every person. God’s kingdom is a kingdom whose only
entrance requirement is faith in Jesus, the Kingdom of God among us. Not in our
works, not in our righteousness, not in anything that we do. Rather, the only
entrance requirement is who we believe in and what we believe He did for us.
Jesus Christ, our Rock and our Redeemer and the only thing necessary for eternal
life.
May you, by the power of the Holy Spirit brought to you through Word and
Sacrament, come to believe that the only thing God wants of you, IS to believe.
And may the love of God and the grace of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and the
power of the Holy Spirit abide in you to life everlasting. Amen!
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