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This morning’s passage from the book of Exodus describes the Ten Commandments
given by God to God’s people through Moses. They are the basis of the covenant, the special
relationship between God and the people of Israel. They begin with this statement about God’s
relationship with the people. “l am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt,
out of the house of slavery.” God introduces the law by reminding the people of how God
rescued them. This is a relationship of salvation. And the proper human response to God’s
saving action is to live in accord with God’s will. The law has been given to help us, to guide us
in what it means, practically speaking, to behave in right relation to God and to one another. In
the church we affirm the importance of the Ten Commandments.

Now let’s look at the parable in this morning’s Gospel lesson. Jesus is speaking during
the few days leading up to his death — what we call Holy Week. He is teaching in the Temple in
Jerusalem, in the hearing of the religious authorities. These men are already angry with Jesus
because he has been challenging them. They want to trap him into admitting to blasphemy. In
a matter of days, they will succeed in their plot against Jesus.

The parable Jesus told is an allegory based on a passage from the prophet Isaiah
(5:1-7). The Jewish religious authorities were schooled in the law and the prophets, and they
would have understood the reference. In the story from Isaiah God planted a vineyard,
expecting the vineyard to yield grapes, but it yielded wild or sour grapes, so God let the vineyard
be destroyed. The message Isaiah gave was this: God made a covenant with the people of
Israel, and the people did not respond by living with justice and righteousness and obedience to
the commandments of God. Therefore, because they had failed to live up to their part of the
covenant, they would be destroyed by other nations.

We may think God sounds angry and harsh here, but that is not the sense of the
passage from Isaiah. It begins, “Let me sing for my beloved my love-song concerning this
vineyard.” And God pleads with the very people who have broken the covenant: “And now,
inhabitants of Jerusalem and people of Judah, judge between me and my vineyard. What more
was there to do for my vineyard that | have not done in it? When | expected it to yield grapes,
why did it yield wild grapes?”

In his parable Jesus expands on Isaiah’s allegory. God is the landowner. The vineyard
is Israel. The tenants are the Jewish leaders. The slaves are the prophets. The son is Jesus.
So, let’s “translate” the parable. God established Israel as God’s people and gave the people
blessings of many kinds. God left the leadership of the people in the hands of the religious
leaders, who were to teach and guide the people in God’s ways. God sent the prophets to
remind the people about God’s covenant and commandments. But the religious leaders
rejected the prophets and treated them badly. Finally, God sent God’s son, Jesus, to speak as
a prophet to the people, hoping that he would be respected. But the religious leaders rejected
and killed the son.

Jesus asks his hearers what God will do to the tenants in the parable. “They said to him,
‘He will put those wretches to a miserable death, and lease the vineyard to other tenants who
will give him the produce at the harvest time.”” So, the religious leaders listening to Jesus



condemned themselves by their own words. They understood that the tenants in the parable
deserved destruction at the hands of the landowner — just as in the allegory from Isaiah — but
what they failed to understand and accept was that Jesus was talking about them, there and
then, and that they deserved his words. They would not see, they would not change course,
and so they plotted to have Jesus Kkilled.

What is the message for us in this parable? God has offered us love and the opportunity
to respond to God’s love with lives of faithfulness. God has given us Jesus, to be our teacher,
our prophet, our healer, our risen Lord and Savior. We have the Law of Moses in the Ten
Commandments, and we have the Summary of the Law, found in the Old Testament and
quoted by Jesus: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your
mind, and with all your strength. Love your neighbor as yourself.” We have the witness of the
church and the holy people of God over two thousand years. We have our church today, and
we have each other. Is there anything more that God can give us? Isn't it only right for us to
respond by following Jesus as best we can?

As we read the Gospels, we find many occasions when Jesus challenged religious
leaders because they misrepresented God and God’s priorities for human living and because
they were hypocrites. This was certainly not a problem confined to Jesus’ time or religious
tradition.

People who call themselves Christian — especially people in positions of leadership and
power — have a very serious responsibility to speak and preach and live by the teachings of
Jesus that we find in the Gospel accounts of his life and ministry. This means: love, not hate;
inclusion, not rejection; helping those most vulnerable, not exploiting the powerless; justice, not
injustice; compassion and mercy, not callous indifference to human suffering; loving action, not
empty words; authenticity, not hypocrisy; to serve, not to be served; healing, not harm; truth-
telling, not lies; humility, not arrogance and self-righteousness; honoring God as we know God
to be from scripture, not claiming to speak in God’s name what is, in fact, contrary to God’s
nature and God’s will for all people; and more.

As | have said before, when you hear the messages of people who claim to follow Jesus,
test those messages against the teaching and behavior of Jesus and judge for yourselves. And
it is important to remember that to act “in Jesus’ name” means to act as Jesus’ ambassador, a
representative of Jesus. A person cannot act in Jesus’ name and hate or Kkill or exploit or
demean or exclude or harm.

I hope and pray that when you come to worship here, all these truths are made clear.
And | urge you to invite others to join us, especially people who may be unwilling to learn about
the church and Christianity or who have given up on the church and Christianity because of the
behavior of some church leaders and people or because of how the church and Christianity are
represented in our culture today.

In the 13" century Christian Bishop Richard of Chichester wrote this prayer: “Day by day,
dear Lord, of thee three things | pray: to see thee more clearly, love thee more dearly, follow
thee more nearly, day by day.” Let that be our prayer, in Jesus’ name. Amen.



