
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sermon Notes  

17th Sunday after Trinity – 8th October 2017 

 

Readings:  

Exodus 20.1-4, 7-9, 12-20 and Psalm 19 

(Related) Isaiah 5.1-7 and Psalm 80. 9-17 

Philippians 3.4b-14 

 

Gospel reading: Matthew 21:33-end 
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You can have fun with this week’s readings.  There is almost too much to work with, so rich 

is the material on offer, although there is a real sting in the tail for any preacher. 

Exodus 20, the account of the giving of the ten commandments, clearly sets the scene of 

what God hopes to see in his people. It is a foundational text of the Law that is not, 

perhaps, as often read in church as in times past. 

Psalm 19 affirms the importance of the law, for example in verse 7 - ‘The law of the Lord is 

perfect, reviving the soul’. Several verses will ring bells for your congregation. 

Isaiah 5 introduces the theme of the vineyard and, as such, makes a very help link with our 

Gospel reading. ‘Let me sing for my beloved my love-song concerning his vineyard…’  The author 

develops the theme of God’s response when the vineyard is not fruitful, and spells out the 

allegorical significance, ‘for the vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel’. 

Psalm 80 employs the same allegorical theme – ‘You brought a vine out of Egypt…’ and the 

psalmist cries out to God to ‘Cherish this vine which your right hand has planted’. 

In Philippians 3, 4b-14, the apostle Paul starts by asserting his identity as ‘a member of the 

people of Israel’, and hence of the vineyard, but then declares that all that has no value 

compared to the ‘surpassing value’ of knowing Christ. ‘I want to know Christ’, he says, making 

it clear that this is a continuing task, rather than a one-off: ‘I press on to make it my own, 

because Christ Jesus has made me my own’. 

And so we come to the Gospel reading, which is clearly highly allegorical.   

 God is the land-owner. 

 Israel is his vineyard.  

 The tenant farmers are the religious elite – in other words, exactly the chief priests, 

the scribes and the Pharisees who Jesus is standing in front of.  

 The servants in the story who are sent to collect the fruit are the great prophets of 

Israel's history who were often ignored and treated badly.  

 And Jesus is the son who, in the story, is killed by the tenant farmers. 

 

It would be so very easy to leave it at that. The Jewish religious leaders rejected Jesus and 

so we, as followers of Christ and people of his Kingdom, get to enjoy the vineyard. We 

might even think that, in some way, in sharing in the wine of the Eucharist we demonstrate 

our enjoyment of the vineyard. 

Not so, I suggest. A key verse for us is verse 43: ‘Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will 

be taken away from you and given to a people that produces the fruit of the kingdom.’ 

You may well want to spend some time considering what it means to ‘produce the fruit of 

the kingdom’ in your context, and that of your congregation.  Clearly, the harvest can be in 

people being won for Christ, coming to know the love of God in Christ Jesus through 

evangelism. Equally, that fruitfulness may be seen in other ways. 
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I was struck by a quote I read while preparing these notes. It comes from Tim Keller’s 

book Center Church, in which he makes the case that fruitfulness is the way ministry should 

be evaluated.  A garden needs to be tended regularly and faithfully, with appropriate feeding 

and regular watering, if it is to bear fruit. We, too, need to allow ourselves faithfully to be 

fed by the Word and refreshed by the living streams of the Spirit if we are to grow and bear 

fruit. 

 

The sting in the tail comes when we realise that we, as church leaders and preachers, are 

also in a sense the ‘tenant farmers’ of the vineyard, just as the chief priests and Pharisees 

were. If God has given us his kingdom (v.43) do we ourselves not have a particular 

responsibility to ‘produce the fruits if the kingdom’. If we don’t produce that fruit, however 

you want to interpret that, can we claim to be any better than the Pharisees? 

  


