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October 8 – Pentecost +18 

Exodus 20:1-4, 7-9, 12-20 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus+20:1-20 

 

Philippians 3:4b-14 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Philippians+3:4-14 

 

Matthew 21:33-46 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+21:33-46  

 

Our first reading starts with one of the most significant moments in the history of ancient 

Israel. After the Israelites have been rescued from slavery in Egypt, God uses Moses to lead the 

people which will be a lengthy journey to the eventual promised land. We’ll recall that the 

Israelites are already in a covenantal relationship with God through Abraham; God was to be 

Abraham’s God and the God of his offspring, and the Israelites would be God’s people. Many 

years and generations have passed since this covenant, but it is here in the wilderness, after 

crossing the Red Sea, after receiving manna from heaven and water from a rock, and after 

defending themselves from neighbouring armies, it is after all of this that the Israelites receive 

God’s words. These words, the Ten Commandments will become pillars of the Israelites’ faith, 

and the foundation of their community and social fabric.  

Perhaps many of us were required to memorize these commandments, or at least be able 

to identify them. It is such an essential part of Judeo-Christian history that we are familiar with 

these laws even if they don’t particularly apply to us. Can you begin to imagine just how 

important these commandments would be thousands of years ago for an actual Jewish 

community? Some people made it their life to study these commandments, expand on them or 

interpret them. Other laws were added on and on, from ritual purity, to offerings, to diet, and 

clothing, to the point where there were hundreds of commandments for legal experts to consider. 

The importance of the Ten Commandments cannot be understated in anyway. And with these 

original commandments, and the ones to follow, it was vital to have religious and legal 

authorities.  

Now can you try to imagine a craftsman, who never received any formal, religious 

education, saying that these religious and legal scholars are hypocrites? It seems pretty crazy 

when you think about it from this point of view right? If we were to frame the narrative in such a 

way that we could see things from the perspective of the scribes and Pharisees, we might be a 

little reluctant to say that Jesus, this mason worker or carpenter was actually the Son of God and 

was going to crush a corrupt, oppressive system on which your whole society was based.  

If we take a moment to pause, to step back and consider why some of the religious and 

legal authorities were in opposition to Jesus, it might become clearer that they weren’t only 

concerned with preserving the status quo, although I’m sure this was part of the equation. Moses 

and the Ten Commandments, God’s own words directly revealed, these are not things to be taken 

lightly. Moses is still revered as one of the greatest prophets – he even appeared on the mountain 

at Jesus’ transfiguration. Can you imagine if some blue collar worker came through the doors 

and had a new interpretation of the Bible, of God’s word, and said everything you’ve ever been 
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taught about God, the hundreds of laws and commandments can basically be boiled down to 

ONLY two….love God with all that you have, and love your neighbour as yourself. Maybe we’d 

try to get rid of this character too.  

Not because what they she or he said, but because it probably rubbed us the wrong way. 

It goes against everything we value, our traditions, our customs, our ways of doing things. 

Perhaps the scribes and Pharisees in Jesus’ day had those feelings. The problem wasn’t that these 

leaders cherished the past, but that they clung to the past and refused to see the alternative Jesus 

presented. So what happens? Our parable today provides us with an illustration. There was a 

landowner who planted a vineyard, put a fence around it, dug a wine press in it, and built a 

watchtower. And he leased it to tenants before going away to another country. When it was 

harvest time he sent his slaves to the tenants to collect his produce. But the tenants took them and 

treated them harshly, beating one, killing another, and stoning another. So the landowner sent 

other slaves, even more this time; and the same thing happens. So the landowner decides to send 

his son to them, saying to himself, even if they don’t care much for the slave they will surely 

respect my son, my own flesh and blood. But when the tenants see the son, they have other ideas. 

‘This is the one in line for the inheritance; why don’t we kill him and take the inheritance for 

ourselves?’ And it says they took the son, threw him out of the vineyard, and killed him.  

Definitely not what the landowner expected. Before we get to the end let’s just review 

who’s who in the story. There’s a clue at the end of the passage which says, “When the chief 

priests and the Pharisees heard his parables, they realized that he was speaking about them.” I 

think Jesus is using the tenants to refer to the religious leaders. The landowner is God, and the 

slaves who were sent represent the prophets to Israel, who are repeatedly beaten, killed, and 

persecuted. Finally God sends His Son, Jesus, and when the tenants/chief priests and Pharisees 

see Him, they treat the Son just like those sent before Him and kill Him as well.  

Jesus continues in the parable, “Now when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to 

those tenants?” The crowd responds, “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.” 

And Jesus says that the kingdom of God will be taken away and given to a people that 

produces the fruits of the kingdom. ‘The stone that the builders rejected has become the 

cornerstone; this was the Lord’s doing, and it is amazing in our eyes.’ 

Aside from the references to harvest, you’ve probably guessed that this isn’t a typical 

thanksgiving sermon. But there a few things I want us to think about. Because it is Thanksgiving 

weekend, I want you to think about the things for which you are thankful. As you do so, I want 

you to think about what you cherish but also what you might be clinging to. Let me give you an 

example – I’m grateful for glasses, and for contact lenses because they help me to see more 

clearly. But I’m also clinging to 3 pairs of glasses. I only need one, and maybe I could even keep 

one as a backup in case anything happened to this pair, but I probably don’t need that third pair 

from over 7 years ago (even though my prescription hasn’t changed), especially when I know 

that there’s at least one person who could benefit from having that pair of glasses. Because 

there’s a difference in cherishing something, and clinging to it…and the same can be said for 

tradition or buildings but I won’t go there today.  

When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard his parables, they realized that Jesus was 

speaking about them. They wanted to arrest him, but they feared the crowds. I can’t blame them. 
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I’d be pretty upset too if I believed that I was at risk of no longer being included in God’s 

kingdom. And that same shock, anger, zeal, was shared among Pharisees years later.  Prior to 

Paul’s conversion, when he was known as Saul, he was vehemently opposed to Jesus’ message. 

And we get a glimpse of this in Philippians. Paul was “a Hebrew born of Hebrews” crème de la 

crème, a Pharisee and legal expert, so zealous for God that he persecuted the church that he 

believed was heretical, which did not cherish the same traditional values. And do you know what 

he says about all of his qualities, standards, achievements? “Yet whatever gains I had, these I 

have come to regard as loss because of Christ. More than that, I regard everything as loss 

because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered 

the loss of all things, and I regard them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found 

in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but one that comes 

through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God based on faith. I want to know Christ and the 

power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by becoming like him in his death, if 

somehow I may attain the resurrection from the dead. 

Do you remember throughout July we listened to individuals share their faith journeys, 

and we had one service at the end of the month where I invited you to share your faith story with 

someone else? For the Apostle Paul, his faith journey with God changed dramatically when he 

encountered Jesus on the road to Damascus. And parts of Saul were still parts of Paul – his 

training, his education, his physical self. He had a lot to be thankful for, but what was much, 

much, more important than those things was the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my 

Lord. Forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the 

goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus. How amazing is that? That is 

conversion, that’s transformation. Paul no doubt would have cherished the Ten Commandments, 

the laws, the Jewish customs, but he did not cling to them so as to prevent himself from really 

knowing Christ, in fact he saw everything as a loss because it paled in comparison to knowing 

Jesus as Lord.  

As I was writing this sermon I began to wonder how similar some of the religious leaders 

of today are with those described in the parable. Obviously the leaders, and perhaps we see 

ourselves as sharing some of the same perspectives, obviously they cherish God’s word just as 

the Pharisees and chief priests did…but I wonder if we don’t just cherish scripture and tradition 

but actually cling to them. Whether we’re open to seeing things as being useful for a time, but 

being open to going in another direction when times change. Or do we refuse to listen when 

someone says something different – not wrong, just unconventional. Do we see ourselves as 

being more like the chief priests and Pharisees, or like Paul?  

Before closing I do have some words of comfort, not just challenge. At the end of the 

parable Jesus asks, “Now when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those 

tenants?” The people answered, “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.” But that isn’t how 

God works. With God violence does not beget more violence.  

The Gospel of Matthew does in fact take us to a violent place, to Crucifixion. Just like in 

the parable the innocent Son and heir of the vineyard, Jesus the Son of God is killed. But then all 

of a sudden it’s not the same. Because rather than returning violence for violence, in the cross of 
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Jesus God takes our violence and responds with life, with resurrection, with Jesus triumph over 

death and offering, not retribution, but peace.1 

Whatever we make of the words Matthew records Jesus saying, Jesus’ actual deeds are 

transformative. He does not return with vengeance. Instead, the resurrected Jesus, having taken 

on the worst that human violence can inflict, comes back and instructs His disciples to take the 

good news of the Gospel to the very ends of the earth, promising to be with them always.2 

Those are God’s words and that promise will not change. The question, however, remains 

whether or not we will allow ourselves to be changed by Jesus, and in turn be willing to change 

how we share the good news. I do sincerely wish you a Happy Thanksgiving. We are blessed 

indeed, and as we count our blessings and give thanks, may we also have the courage to realize 

the difference between cherishing and clinging. God’s offers us a way of hope, and new life, but 

we must be willing to be transformed as the Apostle Paul was, forgetting what lies behind and 

straining forward to what lies ahead, pressing on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly 

call of God in Christ Jesus. Amen.  

                                                           
1 http://www.davidlose.net/2017/10/pentecost-18-a-words-and-deeds/ 
2 David Lose 


