
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sermon  

A story about fruit 

17th Sunday after Trinity – 8th October 2017 

Gospel reading: Matthew 21:33-end 

 

Elwin Cockett, Archdeacon of West Ham 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page 2 of 3 
 

If you have a mental image, like those old Sunday school posters, of ‘gentle Jesus’ sitting, 

telling heart-warming parables to his adoring followers in the shade of an olive tree, think 

again!  The passage we have just heard comes at a point in Matthew’s Gospel where, if you 

read it in context, the tension, which has been ramping up inexorably, is becoming 

unbearable and the climax of the greatest story ever told is about to occur. 

The scene has already been set for a confrontation with the powers-that-be. Which powers 

was not always obvious. Would it be the hated Romans, the occupiers?  Many hoped so. 

What was always clear is that the end would come in Jerusalem, the Holy City.  

So, at the start of Chapter 21, it’s festival time in Jerusalem. The roads to the city are full of 

crowds flocking to celebrate the Passover. Just before he enters the city, Jesus warns his 

followers in the preceding chapter:  “We are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will 

be handed over to the chief priests and scribes, and they will condemn him to death.” (Matt 

20:18)  But rather than seeking to avoid that fate by slipping in unnoticed, Jesus makes a 

hugely public statement by arriving on a donkey, cheered by palm-waving crowds who 

understood, just as the Pharisees did, that in doing so he was fulfilling the prophet 

Zechariah’s words about the arrival of a king. (Zech 9:9) 

Then, as if that wasn’t enough of a challenge to the powers that be, Jesus turns up the 

volume. He enters the Temple, overturns the tables of the money changers, and accuses 

those responsible for running the Temple of making it a den of thieves. Pandemonium 

ensues: The place is soon full of the blind and the lame seeking healing, and children making 

a noise. No wonder the chief priests responsible for the holiest site in Judaism were 

scandalised. And no wonder Jesus slipped away and slept that night out of the city, in the 

safety of Bethany. 

The next morning, things start again. Walking back to the city, Jesus sees a fig tree by the 

side of the road and curses it for not bearing fruit. It wasn’t the right season anyway, but 

Jesus has a thing about bearing fruit. 

Then, the day after he created a disturbance in the temple, he goes there again. The chief 

priests are waiting for him, no doubt furious with him. They challenge his authority to do 

what he has done. So after telling them one vineyard story he tells them this one, our 

Gospel reading today. 

He doesn’t pull any punches. It’s less of a parable than an allegory. God is the land-owner, 

and Israel is his vineyard. And the tenant farmers are not the Jewish people, as some in the 

past have said. They are the religious elite, the leaders of the religious establishment – 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. And then Jesus hits them with it: He is the son who, in the story, is killed by 

the tenant farmers. 

 

The religious leaders are not stupid. They get it. They want to arrest him, but they fear the 

crowd. But we know that Jesus’ fate is sealed. Like the son in the story, he will be taken 
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away and killed. And he has just warned them that "The kingdom of God will be taken away 

from you and given to a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom." (v.43)  Like the fig 

tree, the religious leaders in Jerusalem are cursed because they don’t produce the fruit of 

the Kingdom of God.  Jesus really cares about fruit. 

Now it would be easy for us to be smug at this point. The Jewish religious leaders had failed, 

and so the vineyard was opened up to us, the followers of Jesus Christ and the people of his 

Kingdom. Our hands are clean.  

Except for this: Jesus really cares about fruit. And, in the story, he says that the vineyard will 

go to those who produce fruit, who care about the harvest.  He wants to see fruit.  And if 

we distance ourselves from this story by seeing it as only being about the Pharisees who 

failed to recognise Jesus, then we miss the point for ourselves.  If we, Christ’s followers, are 

the vineyard’s new tenants, aren’t we to produce fruit? Are we harvesting the fruit of 

witness and compassion, of making the love of God known?  Do we display the Fruit of the 

Spirit that Paul describes in Galatians 5 – ‘love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, 

faithfulness, gentleness and self-control’? 

John’s Gospel tells us that Jesus describes himself as the true Vine. ‘I am the vine, you are 

the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit.’ (John 15:5) 

What Jesus is asking of us is not necessarily to be successful in our own terms. I’m reminded 

of William Carey, the father of the great missionary movement that took the Gospel afresh 

to India in the 18th century. For many, many years, he didn’t make a single convert. But he 

was faithful, and it was through his faithfulness that a movement started that is still bearing 

fruit today.  

What God wants from us is the faithfulness that comes from abiding in him – from spending 

time with him in prayer, in immersing ourselves in his Word, and in worship and fellowship 

as members of the body of Christ. He wants us to abide in him. Because to abide in him 

leads to fruitfulness. 

May God bless you as, in your daily walk of faith, you abide in him. And, through the Holy 

Spirit at work, may you bear fruit in your life and the lives of those around you to the glory 

of our Father in Heaven. Amen. 

 


