There was a very real urge to take this text and apply it to our contemporary political and economic woes.  I mean – here we have Jesus railing against the leaders – condemning them for being greedy thieves and for refusing to change their ways.  Jesus is saying that the catastrophe to come is not only their fault…it is of their own making!
Uh…let’s not go there.  I’m thinking you are here today yearning instead for some good news!  Well, it is here…but so is condemnation.  These parables all throughout the last part of Matthew, and filling our fall weeks, are judgment parables.  Jesus didn’t shy away from judgment, he just used it to point to the awesome, abundant grace of the father.
So – what’s going on in this parable? It’s a continuation of Jesus’ condemnation of the religious leaders, the tension is growing, and it’s going to lead to his arrest and to his death.  We may find these parables hard to understand, but believe me…those religious leaders didn’t.  They knew exactly what Jesus was saying.  And he is challenging their power – their economic and political power as well as their religious power.  He has just cursed the fig tree, which they knew was them.  He has cleansed the temple, which is their Wall Street, he challenged their authority teaching in their temple, and just last week he told them that tax collectors and prostitutes would enter the kingdom of God ahead of them! Now today, he says that very kingdom will be taken away from them and given to others.  No wonder they are mad enough to kill!
(Picture of Jesus pointing to scripture)
I’ve put this picture up to remind me to remind you that whenever Jesus teaches…he always points back to scripture.  This story of the vineyard is a familiar one to his listeners…there’s a similar story in Isaiah 5 where God plants a vineyard, a wonderful vineyard, but the vineyard yields only wild grapes – the disappointing grapes being the people of God.  

But in Jesus’ story today, the outcome is different…God does not destroy the vineyard, instead he transfers the vineyard to other tenants who will give him the harvest…who will produce good fruit!

Let’s look at today’s story.  It’s really more of an allegory than a parable.  In an allegory, each of the parts has a hidden, a symbolic meaning.  In this one, they are pretty thinly veiled!  
the landowner is _______ 
the vineyard is ________________  

he tenants are the _________________                                     

the slaves/servants who were sent were the _______________ 

the son is __________                                                                       

and the others are ___________________.

So, let’s see how we do, using the worksheets in your bulletin.  The landowner is God.  The vineyard is the kingdom of God.  The tenants are the religious leaders/and or the people of God.  The servants who were sent and stoned, beaten or killed were the Prophets.  The son of course is Jesus, and the others who will be given the vineyard are the believers and followers of Jesus – the church – us.  The new tenants will be those people of God who produce fruit.
Producing fruit and giving God his share is what this is all about.  That’s what a vineyard is for – producing fruit.  That’s what the Kingdom of God is for…producing fruit.  In our NRSV, we lose the emphasis on the word fruit, but if you read ‘fruit’ wherever you see ‘produce,’ Matthew uses it four times in this parable…and fifteen other times in his gospel.  

Matthew 7:15-16   Beware of false prophets who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are ravenous wolves.  You will know them by their ______.

Matthew 7:17-20   In the same way, every good tree bears good _____, but the bad tree bears bad ____. 18A good tree cannot bear bad ____, nor can a bad tree bear good ___. 19Every tree that does not bear good ____ is cut down and thrown into the fire.  Thus you will know them by their _____.

(Picture of Jesus pointing to scripture))

The kingdom of God is for bearing good fruit.  Here’s the picture again – to remind us to use the whole of scripture to help us understand and to proof-text our understanding.  St. Paul urges the Roman church to bear fruit for God: 
Romans 7:46    In the same way, my friends,* you have died to the law through the body of Christ, so that you may belong to another, to him who has been raised from the dead in order that we may bear _____ for God.
 James 3:17    But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good ______, without a trace of partiality or hypocrisy.

If the message of this parable is that the landlord is going to come and give his vineyard to others – to those who will bear fruit…and if we…the believers and followers of Jesus Christ are those others, then we have to ask ourselves.  What if the landowner were to come today? (silence)  What would he find?  Those religious leaders were thrown out for treating the vineyard as if it were their own.  We need to ask ourselves.  Whose vineyard is this anyway?  Is it producing fruit, and is it giving the owner his due share? 
It’s pretty clear in our story for today what the symbolism was when the tenants threw out the son and killed him.  That is exactly what is about to happen to Jesus.  Except the son who was thrown out and killed didn’t stay dead!  The rock that guarded his tomb rolled away and crushed the old ways.  The son is in charge of the vineyard, he sends his spirit to the new tenants and it will bear a new kind of fruit.
St. Paul describes the expected fruit. It pours out of his heart in the fifth chapter of Galatians…he describes the fruit produced by all in whom the Spirit works.  Do you know some of them?  Let’s see how we can do: 
Ephesians 5:22-23   By contrast, the Fruit of the Spirit is

___Love________

____Joy__________   
                                                    ___Peace_________

____Patience______   
                                                    ___Kindness______

___ Generosity_____   
                                                      ___Faithfulness__

____Gentleness___                

                          and _self-control___.
Fruit of the Spirit is what a follower of Jesus - what a Christian’s character is supposed to grow into.  Jesus says here - and repeats in Matthew 7 - that you know God’s followers by their fruit.  And these matters of character, of bearing fruit and growing into a character like Christ’s, are the stuff that give us life – life in all the abundance that God wants for us.  
Which brings us back to the main question.  If the landowner came today…what would he find in his vineyard?  It’s a judgment question all right.  And if we’re honest…there isn’t any more question that we’re guilty than there was for those religious leaders.  They were guilty.  We are guilty.  And by human judgment, deserve to be thrown out.
But, how does Jesus answer?  Once again…this is about God!  The point is to reveal the nature of our loving God.  Jesus points to scripture.  He asks, “Have you never read scripture?”  Or, for us, have you not been listening to the sermons these weeks?

Our God will forgive seventy times seven. Our God will welcome the prodigal home.  Our God will welcome tax collectors and prostitutes into his vineyard and invite them to the banquet.  Our God will raise the dead to new life.
They threw out the son and killed him, but he didn’t stay dead!  The stone that rolled away from his tomb crushed the old ways and set him loose in our lives – set him loose to send his Spirit to work in the vineyard, to work in our hearts, to work in our lives.  To help us bear fruit.  And when our lives and our characters are filled with the Fruit of the Spirit, others see Jesus in us, others are drawn into the vineyard.  In  Matthew’s gospel, the ultimate fruit is growth…more believers and more followers of this Jesus the Christ.  It is in being like him that we draw people to him.  That is bearing fruit!
Demand and promise…produce fruit…and my Spirit will be in you to produce the fruit that both pleases the father and gives you life.  
Promise and demand…my Spirit I give to you…to produce fruit!  May God bless us all and bless our harvest, too!  Amen.
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