
18th Sunday after Pentecost (A), OS 27: CCSY, 8 October 2017 
Isa 5:1-7; Phil 3:4b-14; Matt 21:33-46 

 
Imagine a warm summer’s evening in the southern kingdom of Israel, in the eighth 
century before the Common Era.  A wedding reception is in full swing, and the whole 
village has been invited.  One after another, guests are standing up and proposing 
toasts or singing increasingly bawdy songs in celebration of the bride and groom.   
 
One of these, a serious-minded man, takes his turn.  ‘Let me sing for my friend [the 
groom] a love song concerning his vineyard.’  Those assembled recognise the cultural 
metaphor being invoked, whereby an intimate other – here the bride – is referred to 
as a vineyard,1 and it’s rather apposite to the wine-fuelled merriment of the occasion, 
so they lean in. 
 
Confident he has the floor, the bard proceeds, ‘My friend [the sense of ‘beloved’ 
here] has a vineyard: gently sloping, west-facing, well-irrigated.  He planted the best 
cabernet-stock, applied the latest agronomic science to its care.  He used only organic 
pesticides, and sourced the finest French oak for his barrels.  Then he sat back and 
waited for the first-pressings . . .’ 
 
The happy throng expects the recounting of a bumper vintage, and all of the 
analogous progeny and prosperity that such a salutary tale anticipates.  ‘BUT . . .  my 
friend’s vineyard yielded sour grapes!’   
 
The groom’s family is affronted, the bride’s is outraged, the guests are incredulous.  
Only the protocols of ancient Near Eastern hospitality protect the prophet, who 
speaks once more into the stunned silence, this time in the voice of his friend the 
landowner, trading on their sense of indignance and injustice: ‘Now, people of Judah, 
judge between me and my vineyard.’   
 
His ballad has shifted from love song to law-suit – from honeymoon bliss to invoking 
the pre-nuptial agreement – and his audience, whilst hardly sympathetic, would 
understand within the logic of the metaphor the land’s capacity to be fickle.   
 
‘What more could I have done for my vineyard?’  The room softens a fraction as those 
who recognise the land-owner’s heartbreak and frustration can’t resist a knowing 
nod. 
 
Having tested the mind of his make-shift jury, the prophet pronounces sentence: 
‘Very well, I’ll tell you what I’ll do with that unresponsive patch of dirt: I’ll raze the 
walls built from all those stones I cleared in the heat of the day, and I’ll let the animals 

                                                 
1  See Song of Solomon 1:6, 14; 2:15; 4:12, 16; 8:11-12; this trope also occurs in Ugaritic poetry. 



help themselves and the weeds take over, and I’ll – ‘why don’t you curse it with a 
localised drought while you’re at it?’, one heckler interjects to mild amusement. 
 
Just as some levity might be restored comes the kicker: ‘Well, guess what folks?  My 
friend the owner of the vineyard is not the groom (forgive me sir), but the LORD; and 
the vineyard is not the bride (apologies ma’am) but the house of Israel – us!’    
‘Everything we needed to flourish in a peaceable kingdom has been to given us: land, 
covenant, Torah.  And what have we yielded but violence and inequity.’   
 
In our English translation we miss the rhetorically devastating word plays in the 
Hebrew between mishpat (justice) and mishpah (‘bloodshed’), and between tsedaqah 
(‘righteousness’) and tse’aqah (‘a cry’). 
 
With that, the prophet hops down from his stool and steps through the crowd into 
the dusty street.  And whilst he was never invited to another wedding, of all the 
toasts that night no one ever forgot his. 
 
Most were angry with him for ‘hijacking’ a happy occasion with a political message; 
some thought about his song for a while, but nothing really changed; the gap 
between rich and poor slowly widened, and civil unrest slowly deepened. 
 
A few years went by until, in 722 BCE the Assyrians invaded from the north.  They 
besieged the city of Samaria for three years before carting off most of its able-bodied 
residents as slaves.  It was easy pickings, really; the Israelites were so divided 
between north and south, and within each kingdom their social fabric was so weak, 
they could barely mount any resistance.  Jerusalem would be next; and it was.  
Another century, another foreign power, but sure enough it fell too. 
 
About 700 years after that, Jesus took Isaiah’s now-famous song and re-worked it into 
the last of a trilogy of vineyard stories he tells in this part of Matthew’s gospel, as Fr 
Paul mentioned last Sunday.  In this parable, the landowner is again frustrated in his 
attempts to reap some of the fruit he rightly expected from its custodians, until he is 
forced – at great personal cost – to re-let it to new tenants. 
 
It’s a story that appears to be told ‘against’ the religious authorities; and perhaps it is.  
Yet how easy for Matthew’s first readers – given the rocky relationship of the church 
he’s writing for with the local synagogue – how easy to assume that it was therefore a 
story told ‘for’ them: ‘See, just like the Assyrian exile: God is taking the kingdom away 
from those who don’t respect it, and giving it to those who do, which is us right?  We 
must be the new tenants.  And once we’re “in”, we’re “in”!’ 
 
St Paul is aware of the risk of that sort of hubris.  The litany of his own ‘qualifications’ 
for being “in”, which opens our second reading, is laced with irony.   



Transposed into our context it could read: baptised as a babe in arms, of good 
Anglican stock; a regular church attender, well-versed in the liturgy, and in possession 
of a current Working With Children card.   
 
As Saul, Paul is the golden boy of Pharisaic Judaism.  But as Paul the Apostle, he 
realises none of that counts for anything; in fact, it’s rubbish.  The only thing that 
matters is being ‘in Christ’: being found in him who is not a tenant but an heir, in 
whose belovedness alone we may claim at each and every baptism: ‘we . . . receive 
and welcome you as a member with us of the body of Christ, as a child of the one 
heavenly Father, and as an inheritor of the kingdom of God.’  This is gift, not 
entitlement; a gift entrusted to us as stewards of God’s mission to the world in Christ. 
These vineyard parables – Jesus’ and Isaiah’s – are really about the risk of 
complacency.  It would be so easy here at Christ Church to be content with any 
number of things, each and all of which might good in and of themselves, but which 
must never become ends in themselves: a balanced budget, more baptisms than 
funerals, gorgeous music, a healthy Parish School, generous hospitality, weekly 
Sunday School, a ten-year high for mission giving, and so on. 
 
The challenge for us, who by dint of being here know that one can’t be ‘in Christ’ 
without being ‘in church’ – that we can’t be part of his body alone – is never to 
assume that this necessary condition is also a sufficient one: that the Church is 
somehow coterminous with the Kingdom, or that the Church has supplanted Israel – 
the new covenant superseding the old.   
 
No, if we have been graciously grafted onto that ancient and enduring vine, we too 
must produce its fruits, content ultimately only to be found in him who has so found 
us: striving to know him in his sufferings and in his risen life; to allow him to grow in 
us and through us that kingdom of grace of which he is the Corner Stone. 
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