
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sermon  

The Patient Hopefulness of God 

Sunday 4th October, The 17th Sunday after Trinity. 

Philippians 3vv4b-14 

Matthew 21vv33-46 
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This morning’s Gospel, the parable of the wicked tenants, directs our eyes to the 

Crucifixion; to Jesus as the last and the most important and treasured son and heir in a long 

line of servants and slaves sent by the vineyard owner to collect his produce, who is killed 

and flung out of the vineyard by those who have possessed it. The story is about the patient 

hopefulness of God, who displays endless faith that one day one of his emissaries, albeit his 

only son, will have the desired effect; repentance and justice will ensue and the vineyard 

owner will receive his rightful remuneration. The parable told by Jesus is a potted history of 

thousands of years of the failure of the Jews to live in a Covenant relationship with God, and 

which has seen countless prophets lose their lives fighting for Yahweh’s cause. ‘They will 

respect my son’ is the confident expression of the endless hopefulness of God, that despite 

repeated past failures, this time it might be different. 

The tolerant if painful patience that God has with suffering and its causes preoccupies a lot 

of Jesus’ teachings. To an angry owner of a barren fig tree who has come for three years 

and found no fruit on the tree, it is the gardener who persuades him not to have it cut 

down but to try again just one more time: ‘Sir, let it alone for one more year, until I dig 

round it and put manure on it’. (Luke 13vv6-9) Despite the desire for a profligate life a 

father still gives his son his money and the freedom to leave, but never gives up on the hope 

that one day he will return. And then standing at the garden gate one morning peering over 

the horizon as was his daily custom, the old man runs and embraces his son returning home 

who he had never stopped loving and who had never stopped being infinitely precious to 

him. 

What the parable of the wicket tenants describes is a counter-cultural way of loving which 

challenges our human, two- dimensional view of what ‘love’ and ‘goodness’ really is; and it is 

the love of the cross. The Crucifixion was because Jesus’ rejection of his enemies’ notion of 

good was considered by them as evil. There was no room for Jesus’ version of goodness 

because the knowledge of what was good was already ‘owned’ by them. ‘This is the heir’ 

says the wicked tenants, ‘come let us kill him and get the inheritance’. And if you think the 

Crucifixion was somehow about trying to make us ‘good’ (as that frankly awful hymn ‘There 

is a Green Hill Far Away would have it) then the project was a failure. We continue to live 

in a world which would rather stockpile swords than make ploughshares, and where every 

day over twenty thousand children die globally from poverty, hunger and disease. 

In contrast, the open arms of Christ on the cross is a sign that God does not want to be 

God without humanity, and he is prepared to suffer humanity’s violence in order to 

embrace it. The truly remarkable thing about this parable is not simply that God does not 

give up on his desire to claim what is his own but that he wants to share with the vineyard 

tenants something that is infinitely precious to him, in the hope that the gift of his son might 

appeal to a common humanity and a shared human ancestry which belongs to all of us and 

which might have been recognised and respected by the vineyard tenants. It puts into sharp 

relief the famous verse from John 3v16: ‘God loved the world so much that he sent his only 

son….’ And the truly powerful thing about the open arms inviting an embrace is that it is a 

calling for someone to come close, a gesture which requires no formal introduction but is 



Page 3 of 3 
 

one which implies the necessity for patience, for waiting on the other to respond. It is not a 

grasp for affection, but it is an offer to be loved. It is a gesture that entails self-sacrifice, a 

putting of oneself at the disposal of the other for acceptance or rejection. So the crucifixion 

is a scandalous act, not only because it challenges the logic which defines the way we live- an 

eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth- but because it also challenges us to enshrine this 

metaphor of embracing within ourselves. 

So, the greatest story of our faith and predicated by the Gospel today, amidst the myriad of 

other things it can show us and teach us, exhorts us to that same patient hopefulness which 

was God’s. To never give up on the project of loving and forgiving, and above all else of 

course to persist with our prayers, confident in the hope and belief that one day they will be 

answered and that God will claim what is his own, in and through us. ‘Prayers like gravel’, 

says R.S.Thomas, ‘flung at the sky’s window in the hope of attracting the loved one’s 

attention’. And despite sometimes all the evidence to the contrary, when life is painful and 

prayers appear to go unheeded, to take encouragement from the writer of the letter to the 

Philippians today, whose whole life he tells us was a striving forward to what lies ahead. A 

lifelong patient and hopeful Christian effort to attain the goal of what Paul describes as the 

heavenly call of God, which meant for him, and should mean for us, that ‘I press on to make 

it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own’. 

 

Ivor Moody.   


