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Today is Harvest Sunday, the day we remember particularly God’s goodness 
towards us in his provision of our physical needs.  So perhaps it’s fitting that 
we have two stories of vineyards tonight – the vine being a great symbol of 
bounty, plenty and fruitfulness.  Its production of grapes for wine has been 
celebrated in many cultures throughout history up to today and it was used 
in the Old Testament as a symbol of God’s chosen people, the Israelites.  So 
what can we learn from these stories?   
 
Perhaps the most significant question for me arises from the gospel – what 
happens when the landlord is absent, or seems to be?  It was a question also 
raised on our Facebook page recently when someone asked “Where is God 
in this pandemic – how can he allow such things?”  So let’s explore some of 
the background of these stories to see what we can learn.   
 
The first thing to see is that both stories start by telling us how much God 
has done to make our lives prosper.  Using the picture of looking after a 
vineyard we see how the owner, God, did everything imaginable to prepare 
it to bear good fruit: there was fertile soil, a sunny aspect on a hillside, much 
hard labour to prepare the ground, and a watchtower so the watchman 
could protect it from marauders.   
 
There was even a winepress provided in anticipation of the great harvests to 
come in the following years.  We’ve seen these winepresses on our tours of 
Israel and they’re hewn out of the rock to ensure the grapes can be properly 
trodden, so no mean feat to hack them out!  What more could have been 
done to ensure a productive vineyard?   
 
Yet in Isaiah’s parable the vines, God’s chosen people, proved to be bad so 
there was no fruit, no vine, no celebration, no thankfulness.  Instead there 
was injustice and oppression.  As any gardener will tell you, if plants don’t 
produce the goods the consequence is that they are uprooted.  So, too, in 
these stories we see the consequence of ignoring and not responding 
fruitfully and well to God’s love and care.   The serious consequence for 
ignoring God’s ways is God’s judgement – being uprooted.    
 



For the Jews of Isaiah’s time this uprooting, this judgement, happened when 
the Babylonians besieged and sacked Jerusalem in 507BC, literally uprooting 
the people from their land and removing them to a place of exile.  There 
they asked why God had, apparently, deserted them. 
 
The Jews of Jesus’ time knew this story well and so would have clicked into 
the context of judgement as soon as Jesus started his parable.  Yet Jesus 
added a twist to Isaiah’s story.  He introduced tenants, hired to watch over 
the vineyard while the landlord was absent.  Their job was to ensure a 
fruitful harvest from which the landlord could collect his share.  Even though 
the landlord was absent his instructions and intentions were clear: the 
tenants were to produce a good crop from which the landlord could take his 
due.  Interpreting the parable using Isaiah’s metaphors means that the 
landlord, God, was expecting fruitful lives for his people, full of 
righteousness and justice. 
 
Yet these tenants, those responsible for producing the crop, were so 
obviously wicked that even the chief priests and elders identified the 
wrongdoing, and the righteous punishment they were due as a consequence 
of their actions.  And then they saw that they were the tenants of Jesus’ 
parable.  Jesus had indicted them for the lack of justice and righteousness in 
Jewish life, when the poor were oppressed, physically and spiritually, and 
excluded from Temple worship by the convoluted regulations they had 
introduced.   
 
Jesus was saying they had ignored God’s good provision for his people and 
allowed injustice and oppression to flourish instead.  As in Isaiah’s day God 
was still looking for a harvest of justice and righteousness but he was again 
seeing bloodshed and hearing cries of distress.  Thus these leaders would be 
uprooted like the people of Isaiah’s day, and the vineyard handed to others.  
Judgement fell in AD70: the Romans besieged and sacked Jerusalem and 
once more the Jews were dispersed into exile.   
 
Jesus, in his parable, said that the vineyard, now identified as the kingdom of 
God, would be handed to others.  By this I believe he meant the church, 
containing both Jewish and Gentile believers.  So each of us now has 
responsibility for ensuring that our societies today is producing fruit that will 
please God, as the tenants in the vineyard did.   

 
Yet we may not feel that God is obviously close to us all the time, particularly 
at times like this, and, like our Facebook questioner, we may have issues that 
we feel question the basis of our faith.  We may certainly feel inadequate for 
the call of being a tenant, and think we lack the capability to influence our 
society to produce those good fruit of justice and righteousness.  Because 
it’s true that injustice and oppression exist as much in our day as in Isaiah’s 
or Jesus’.   
 
Personally I’m often overwhelmed by the number of pressure groups 
claiming injustice, by the number of tragedies causing impoverishment, by 
the number of oppressive regimes and structures in our modern world.  I 
think this means there has never been as much need for the church to take a 
lead in this arena.  At least I can support some of these areas through my 
money and through my prayers.   
 
But when doubts arise about God’s involvement with his world; when 
questions come about our ability to be effective in influencing our 
community and our world, can I encourage us all, me included, to go back to 
the start of both of these stories.  Remember that God has provided all we 
need to do the job he calls us to as tenants of his vineyard.  He has planted 
us on fertile soil, to use the metaphor, he has built a hedge and watchtower 
to protect us, and a winepress in which to produce the best quality wine.  He 
has given us each other for mutual encouragement, so we can remind each 
other of God’s call and God’s provision.  He’s given us his instructions for just 
and right living in the Bible.  And, best of all, through his Spirit, he gives us 
himself through the death and resurrection of his Son, which we celebrate 
tonight.  In bread and – wine!  Thus we have all we need to do the job God 
has given us, regardless of whether we feel him breathing down our necks or 
not.   
 
So this harvest tide, let’s not be like those bad tenants who were judged and 
thrown out of the vineyard.  Let’s look around and give thanks for all the 
good things we are given, give thanks for where God has put us, and give 
thanks for tasks to which we are called.  And then let’s get on with the job 
he's given us!  Amen. 


