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A common thread throughout this morning’s lessons and psalm is the image of a vineyard. 

Isaiah paints a word-picture of a vineyard set upon a fertile hillside, planted with the best 
varieties of vines. The stones have been cleared away, used to build a watchtower to make the 
property secure. Even a wine press and wine vat have been provided. Having invested so much 
effort and resources, surely the landowner could anticipate an abundant harvest of choice 
grapes and a good vintage of fine wine to both personally enjoy and sell, securing a good profit. 

But when the vineyard of God is understood to be the nation of Israel, the expected harvest of 
justice and righteousness, mercy and compassion has not materialized. Despite God’s generous 
preparations, the vineyard has been infested and overrun with wild grapes, fruit unsuitable for 
wine-making. These unhealthy vines that have corrupted the vineyard can only be ripped up; all 
the vines – both good and bad – must be uprooted and burned; and new, quality, choice vines 
planted in order to achieve the vineyard’s intended fruitfulness. 

The psalmist asks God to reclaim and repair the Hebrew people from the corruption. “Restore 
us,” they cry. “You once saved us and transplanted us here in a new land. Now look favorably 
upon us once more. Tend us and preserve us, your chosen and beloved people, your vineyard. 

Jesus uses the same agricultural image in his story from Matthew’s Gospel. The setting is the 
same fertile vineyard; identical, even to having a watchtower and wine press. Same landowner: 
God. Same laborers: the people of God. 

But in the story that Jesus tells, he takes the theme a bit further than either the prophet Isaiah, 
or the unknown author of the psalm. More than merely using symbolic imagery, Jesus 



constructs a sophisticated allegory. In Jesus’ telling, each part of this fictional story is lined up 
one-for-one with a parallel entity rooted in reality. In the nation of Israel, this vineyard of God’s, 
tended by the people of God, the slaves who are sent by the landowner, only to be beaten, 
stoned and killed . . . these messengers are the prophets who, throughout history, have been 
sent to bring the truth of God to the people of God, only to be rejected and silenced. Of course, 
the landowner’s son is Jesus. And the story’s final killing stands for the crucifixion. 

Every major character or event in the story represents a corresponding person, group or event. 
The story is a jigsaw puzzle, only making sense when all the pieces have been fitted into place. 

The story is rather easy to view in terms of justice and equity, even making a statement about 
ethical business practices. After all, a contract had been agreed upon. The vineyard had been 
placed in the care and stewardship of the workers. The landlord had every right to collect what 
was his. 

By contrast, the tenants were greedy and abusive. They had not been faithful to their 
agreement. They had demanded more than what was due them. The landlord has every right to 
take the vineyard from them and give it to others who will be more honest to their agreement. 
And the first tenants? Well, they surely deserve whatever they get. 

It is easy to stop there, at the level of justice. But to stop there is to miss another important 
level of the story, for at the center of this Gospel story is the question of faithfulness. The 
landowner has been faithful to his end of the contractual agreement. The tenants have been 
unfaithful. But, while the landowner ultimately takes the vineyard from the tenants, there is no 
evidence that he takes joy in their eviction. 

He wanted them only to be faithful to their work, faithful to their agreement. The landowner 
truly wants the tenants to run the farm. And he desires to share the proceeds from it. So he 
reluctantly offers the vineyard to others, hoping they might prove to be more faithful than the 
first tenants. 

Jesus’ story is as much about the land being given to the new tenants who will be faithful in 
their work as it is about the land being taken away from those who misused it. 

If we see that this allegorical tale is about God taking the Kingdom away from the unfaithful – 
and it is . . . let’s also see that it doesn’t end there. It ends with a second chance and a promise 
to give it to those who will be faithful. So the story ends not on a negative note, but with a 
promise and an eye on the future. Those who are faithful to the will of God will be given the 
resources to produce abundant fruit and share in the rich harvest. 

Surely the questions Jesus hoped to raise in those original listeners are the same questions as 
should be rising in each of us here this morning: Am I faithful with that which God has gifted 



me? Am I true to the will of God? True to the work God has given me to do? Am I true to God’s 
call for justice? Am I faithful to walking the paths of righteousness? 

The story of the unfaithful tenants is about faithfulness . . . ultimately, our faithfulness. 

And if it is a commentary about our faithfulness, it is also a statement about the insane 
faithfulness of God. You may be somewhat surprised to hear me call it such: the insane 
faithfulness of God. But this seems a particularly appropriate description – faithfulness carried 
to the point of insanity. 

Someone once described insanity as doing the same thing over and over again, but somehow 
expecting a different result or outcome. And using this definition, the landowner in the story 
can only be described as insane. Repeatedly, he sends emissaries to collect what is due. The 
first is beaten . . . so another is sent; this one is killed . . . so another is sent; only to be stoned to 
death. This is not expected behavior, never mind being poor for business and labor relations. 
And the repeated response of sending one messenger after another is insane! 

Still more representatives are sent, only to meet with the same violent and fatal results. The 
same action over and over again. And contrary to the consistency of the deadly outcome, the 
landowner seems to expect, or at least hope, that with each messenger something different 
might happen . . . but it doesn’t. 

The landowner persists in this insanely optimistic world-view and continues the same process . . 
. over and over and over again . . . even to the point of sending his own son, his heir, to make 
one final call, one last plea. Maybe this time the encounter will end differently, but no . . . the 
son is treated in the same violent manner: thrown out of the vineyard and killed. Surely, only 
the landowner is surprised! 

Then, the hearers of Jesus’ tale, those listeners 2,000 years ago, and those of us here this 
morning are asked: When the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those 
murderous tenants? 

Today, as then, comes the judgment we are all too eager to give: “he will put those wretches to 
a miserable death.” Still, despite 2,000 years of Christian teaching, we remain such eye-for-an-
eye, tooth-for-a-tooth people, what else would we expect? To expect a different answer would 
be insanity! 

But for 2,000 years, we still haven’t truly heard the question. So hasty to rush in with the 
answer, we have missed the insane love expressed in God’s question. In our haste, over and 
over and over again, we repeatedly miss the Good News offered to those who would truly 
listen. 



With insane frequency, over and over again, the prophets were sent carrying the truth of God’s 
love. And we ignored or rejected, abused, even killed them. Even more insanely, the Son of 
God, the embodiment of God’s love for us . . . the Son of God was sent to us . . . and was first 
ignored, then rejected, finally abused and killed. 

But now comes the most insane prospect of all . . . when the OWNER of the vineyard promises 
to come . . . 

After all the prophets’ rejections. Even following the Son of God’s death on a cross, we are 
asked: When GOD HIMSELF comes to you, what will happen? An insane prospect . . . an insane 
promise . . . 

For we are promised not a miserable death, but eternal life. The evil, unfaithful tenants of the 
story receive not retribution, but resurrection. We get not what we deserve. No. Even after all 
our unfaithfulness, we get the best the landowner has to give. We get God’s own self! 

This is insanity! 

 And thank God for it 

 Amen. 


