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Luke 20:9-20 

The Parable of the Wicked Tenants 

9 And he began to tell the people this parable: “A man planted a vineyard and let it 

out to tenants and went into another country for a long while. 10 When the time 

came, he sent a servant to the tenants, so that they would give him some of the fruit of 

the vineyard. But the tenants beat him and sent him away empty-handed. 11 And he 

sent another servant. But they also beat and treated him shamefully, and sent him 

away empty-handed. 12 And he sent yet a third. This one also they wounded and cast 

out. 13 Then the owner of the vineyard said, ‘What shall I do? I will send my beloved 

son; perhaps they will respect him.’ 14 But when the tenants saw him, they said to 

themselves, ‘This is the heir. Let us kill him, so that the inheritance may be ours.’ 15 And 

they threw him out of the vineyard and killed him. What then will the owner of the 

vineyard do to them? 16 He will come and destroy those tenants and give the 

vineyard to others.” When they heard this, they said, “Surely not!” 17 But he looked 

directly at them and said, “What then is this that is written: 

“‘The stone that the builders rejected 

    has become the cornerstone’? 

18 Everyone who falls on that stone will be broken to pieces, and when it falls on 

anyone, it will crush him.” 

Paying Taxes to Caesar 

19 The scribes and the chief priests sought to lay hands on him at that very hour, for 

they perceived that he had told this parable against them, but they feared the 

people. 20 So they watched him and sent spies, who pretended to be sincere, that 

they might catch him in something he said, so as to deliver him up to the authority and 

jurisdiction of the governor. 
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“Then the owner of the vineyard said, ‘What shall I do? I will send my beloved son; 

perhaps they will respect him.’” 

 

How would you like to live in an air raid bunker? You see, Germany still has 2,000 of 

them. They’re left over from WWII. Many of these aboveground bunkers are 

conveniently located in the center of cities. So, dynamiting them is not really an 

option. Plus they are costly for the government to maintain. Plus, they are sitting on 

prime real estate. So, the German government recently has been selling them off to 

real estate developers. Who in turn sell the bunkers or rent them as homes or 

apartments. But why did the German government wait so long to do this, why wait 

until now, seventy years later?  

 

Well, because many of these bunkers were built with slave labor. One of the largest is 

in the city of Bremen. It took tens of thousands of workers to build it. A film from that 

time shows those workers dressed in the familiar striped uniforms of the concentration 

camps. While they work, soldiers carrying weapons closely watch them. German 

historian Marcus Meyer sums up what has been the concern of Germans for decades. 

Making one’s home in one of these bunkers is morally questionable. He says, “You just 

have to be aware of what you are doing, where you’re living. It’s up to each person to 

question if they are happy living in a bunker built by forced labor.”  

 

Well, while it would not be illegal to rent such a home, it could be considered immoral.  

But for the renters in this parable, what they do is unquestionably immoral and illegal. 

They beat those who are sent to collect the rent, the grapes that are owed to the 

owner of the vineyard. Then, when the vineyard owner sends his son to collect the 

rent, the renters kill the son.  

 

Who are these renters? They represent the leaders of Israel who over the centuries had 

persecuted the prophets whom God sent. They did not own the kingdom of God, but 

they acted as if they did. These renters are the chief priests and scribes who would 

have a part in the killing of the Son whom God sent. Between their kangaroo trials and 

trumped up charges, what they did to Jesus was both immoral and illegal.  
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So, as one of my old professors says, we are not to think of our congregations as being 

the same as the chief priests and scribes. Our congregation members are not the 

renters in this parable.   

 

Well, then is there no application of this parable to you and me? No words today? I 

could just end the sermon here and we could go on to the next hymn?  

No, I don’t think my old professor would say that there is no application for us in this 

parable. Well, then, why don’t we have another look, starting with the speech right in 

the center of it? Up to that point no words are spoken. No spoken words are quoted. 

Not until the vineyard owner says, “What shall I do? I will send my beloved son; 

perhaps they will respect him.”  

 

What shall I do, he asks? We could think of a number of things he could do. But none 

of them involve sending his son into certain violence. So, why does the vineyard owner 

send his son? Is the vineyard owner in a weak position legally, such that he cannot 

prosecute these renters? No. They are guilty. Then, is the vineyard owner naïve, 

ignorant, about the kind of persons he’s dealing with here? No. He’s seen what they 

did to his servants. He knows what kind of people these renters are. Then, why does the 

vineyard owner send his son? Why did God send His own Son for you and me?  

 

Admittedly, as my old professor taught, you and I are not the chief priests and scribes 

of Israel. You and I are not guilty of dragging Jesus before Pilate and demanding His 

death. But perhaps some of these renters in the parable are not the ringleaders. 

Perhaps, some of these renters are followers. Perhaps, they are naïve and ignorant, like 

we can sometimes be. We may at times naively listen to and follow the thinking of 

leaders who speak what is contrary to God’s Word. Admittedly, neither you nor I 

persecuted and beat the prophets of old, like Isaiah or Amos, but we are prone to 

politely close our ears to those same prophets today whenever they speak to an issue 

about which we have already made up our minds.  

 

Are these not the reasons, among others, why God sent His Son for you and me? We 

are guilty in our own way. Though ultimately the reason why God sent His Son to die for 

us can hardly be put into words. There is no explanation for it. There are no words. 

There are no words in any human language that can explain why God sent His Son to 
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die for you and me. Even the word love is inadequate. As the hymn writer suggests, 

“My song is love unknown.” The love God had for the chief priests and scribes to send 

them His own beloved Son when He already knew what kind of people they were: 

Such love is unknown, unheard of. Isn’t that what God, what God’s Word is telling you 

and me in this parable today? That the love He has for you, revealed in the sending of 

His Son to die for you, is beyond words. It’s love beyond comprehension. Is God in a 

weak position judgment-wise such that He cannot judge you?  

 

No. Is God naïve and ignorant about your failings? No. Is God persistent in His love for 

you? Yes. Was God willing to expose His Son to rejection, even violent rejection for 

you? Yes. Is God patient with you? Yes. Does God put His anger far away from you? 

Yes. The love the vineyard owner has for these wicked renters, the love to give them 

the chance to repent, the love to offer them amnesty by sending them his son 

unarmed, the love to give them the chance to remain in the vineyard: Such love is 

unknown, unheard of. There are no words to explain the love God has for us human 

beings. No words. No words can describe what it means for us to remain in God’s 

vineyard, in His kingdom now and in the life of the age to come through Jesus Christ.  

 

Then, is our labor in God’s vineyard a forced labor, a slave labor? Is our service and 

obedience to God a forced labor? No. If there are no words of the prophets and 

apostles to which we will close our ears. If we would listen, it’s only because God’s love 

for us is unheard of. If there are no fruits of repentance we will withhold from Him, it’s 

only because the wine of Jesus’ blood was poured out for us. If there is no song of 

praise we will not give Him, it’s only because His love is unknown, unheard of, beyond 

words. Only through the Word made flesh, His own beloved Son, do we begin to 

understand and begin to return the fruit God seeks from us. It’s only in the sending of 

the Son, that we bow before Him in submission and repentance and praise.  

 

Amen 

 


