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“ To Collect His Produce” — October 15, 2017
Matt 21:33–46
33  “Listen to another parable. There was a landowner who planted a vineyard, put a fence around it, dug a wine press in it, and built a watch-tower. Then he leased it to tenants and went to another country. 34When the harvest time had come, he sent his slaves to the tenants to collect his produce. 35But the tenants seized his slaves and beat one, killed another, and stoned another. 

36Again he sent other slaves, more than the first; and they treated them in the same way. 

37Finally he sent his son to them, saying, ‘They will respect my son.’ 38But when the tenants saw the son, they said to themselves, ‘This is the heir; come, let us kill him and get his inheritance.’ 39So they seized him, threw him out of the vineyard, and killed him. 

40Now when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those tenants?” 41They 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.”
42 Jesus said to them, “Have you never read in the scriptures:
‘The stone that the builders rejected
   has become the cornerstone;
this was the Lord’s doing,
   and it is amazing in our eyes’? 

43 “Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom. 44The one who falls on this stone will be broken to pieces; and it will crush anyone on whom it falls.”
45 When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard his parables, they realized that he was speaking about them. 46They wanted to arrest him, but they feared the crowds, because they regarded him as a prophet.

In the parable, the vineyard owner first sends his servants, and then his son—for what reason? “To collect his produce,” or fruits. What do fruits symbolize, in Jesus’ teaching? Spiritual results. Fruit bearing is Jesus’ favorite metaphor for spiritual outcomes, spiritual progress. Spiritual growth is really a natural thing, just as is the growing of wheat (Mark 4:26–28).
Of course, the messengers sent to collect this produce from the tenants stand for the prophets. The prophets were sent to bring about spiritual progress, but most of them were not treated well. Some were beaten, some were killed. 

Likewise, the Son was not sent to be killed, but to collect spiritual fruits. God has poured out spiritual blessings and religious truth, and he expects spiritual outcomes. God expects real spiritual growth. Father, Son, and prophets are all interested in spiritual growth, as any loving parent is. 
The rebellious tenant farmers act is if they own the vineyard and as if moral principles don’t apply to them at all. Their violence is deeply sinful. 

And when the owner sends his son, saying, “They will respect my son,” the tenants think they will get full control over the vineyard by killing the Son. But the owner sends his Son so that he will be respected, not killed. He is very displeased by the violent ambush of his Son.

This parable is Jesus’ own teaching, and we should notice that he makes it clear that God did not send the Son to have him be killed. 

All God wants is some produce—some progress. The Son was sent as an affirmer and encourager of spiritual progress. That is what we all want if we have good motives, and that is what God wants for us. What does any parent want for his or her children? Progress, health, growth.

Instead, the old pattern of mistreating prophets was repeated. John the Baptizer and then Jesus were killed. The rejected cornerstone is the rejected Son who becomes the foundation of a new building—a new community. Unfortunately, in all human societies, even supposedly Christian ones, forward looking thinkers frequently get rejected.
This parable is a message about God’s generous will for us, and how it is partially thwarted by some religious rulers who fail to appreciate God’s will, who fail to bear spiritual fruit, and even commit murder.

The harshness in this parable is the consequence of rejecting the will and the way of God. Jesus’ teachings show his and God’s interest in our growth and spiritual progress, just where any loving parent’s interest would lie. Strictness comes when we are stagnant, when we reject spiritual progress. When we get spiritually rotten, then we are in danger of dying spiritually, as the wicked tenants did in this story.
Really they are already spiritually dead when the vineyard owner moves against them. Of course the vineyard must be given to some new tenants, who might nurture the vineyard and produce some results.
Well, we are the new tenants, so let us be good farmers and tend to spiritual growth and spiritual community.
