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Sermon    Sunday 4 October, 2020 

 

Lesson    St Matthew 21: 33 – 46 

 

 

Surrounded by His disciples, the chief priests and the elders, Jesus 

taught in the precincts of the temple.   Situated on Temple Mount, the 

majestic temple of Judaism towered above Jerusalem’s walls; it was 

the dwelling-place of God.   On the previous day Jesus had entered 

the city riding on a donkey with His disciples hailing Him as ‘Son of 

David’.   Once inside those same precincts, He scattered the doves 

and overturned the tables of the moneychangers.    

 

According to Jewish tradition, it was on the Temple Mount that God 

had lifted the dust of the earth to create humanity, Adam.   It was on 

this elevation, known also as Mount Moriah, that the patriarch 

Abraham had bound his son, Isaac.   The Jerusalem temple stood over 

the Foundation Stone, the Noble Rock, which for the Jewish people 

was the axis mundi, the connection, the meeting point, between 

heaven and earth.    
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Jesus could not have chosen a more sacred and holy site than the 

ground upon which He stood.   The Parable of the Vineyard tells the 

tale of a landowner who planted a vineyard, leased it to tenants and, at 

harvest time, sent slaves to collect the produce.   The slaves were 

beaten, killed and stoned.   Later, the landowner’s son was seized, 

thrown out of the vineyard, and killed.   Jesus asked those listening to 

Him, ‘What will the landowner do to those tenants?’   In a manner 

that is typically Jewish and hyperbolic, they replied, ‘He will put 

those wretches to a miserable death, and lease the vineyard to other 

tenants who will give him the produce at harvest time’.   Looking at 

the chief priests and the elders, Jesus said, ‘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’.  As if the turmoil of the previous day, the 

overturning of the tables, had not been enough, the teaching of Jesus 

made clear His dislike of the temple authorities.    

 

What are we to make of this scathing story?   Soaked in His own rich 

tradition, Jesus knew the prophetic words written in the Book of 
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Isaiah, ‘The Song of the Unfruitful Vineyard’.   Centuries before 

Jesus was born, Isaiah wrote of God as ‘My beloved’: 

 

My beloved had a vineyard 

on a very fertile hill. 

He dug it and cleared it of stones, 

and planted it with choice vines…. 

 

What more was there to do for my vineyard 

that I have not done in it? 

 

………….. 

 

And now I will tell you 

what I will do to my vineyard. 

I will remove its hedge, 

and it shall be devoured; 

I will break down its wall, 

and it shall be trampled down. 

I will make it a waste; 

it shall not be pruned or hoed, 

and it shall be overgrown with briers and thorns; 

I will also command the clouds 

that they rain no rain upon it….. 

 

 

Jewish story-telling overflows with symbolism and the parables of 

Jesus are no exception.   The landowner is God, the vineyard is Israel, 

the slaves who were killed are the prophets of Israel and Jesus, the 

Christ, is the son who is thrown out of the vineyard, out of the city, 

and killed.    
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For a moment, take yourself to the temple precincts.   The 

construction of the temple and its walls was a magnificent feat, the 

grandeur, surely, awe-inspiring and above the inner portal, visible for 

all to see, hung a resplendent golden vine.   In the ancient mythology 

of Genesis, after the waters of the flood had subsided, Noah, a man of 

the soil, first planted a vineyard.   During the exodus, when the 

messengers of Moses returned from their search for the Promised 

Land, they returned with vines.    

 

Vines were a symbol of the Messiah and of prosperity and well-being 

for Israel.   Overflowing vats exemplified divine blessing.   In 

Hebrew, the word for wine is yayin.   The Jews used a system called 

gematria which attributed numerical value to letters; the letters of 

yayin total 70.   70 was a number which represented completion and 

wholeness.    

 

In the Gospel of John, Jesus said, ‘I am the true vine, and my Father is 

the vine-grower’.   The story told by Jesus of the vineyard is about the 

essence of religion:  the life of the soul.   At its best, religion is a love 
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affair with the Divine.   In God, we find our completion and 

fulfilment. 

 

Jesus spoke of the Kingdom of God, the inner life.   The phrase, 

‘Kingdom of God’, appears 122 times in the New Testament.  Jesus 

said that the Kingdom is at hand, upon you, in the midst of you and, 

crucially, that the Kingdom of God, of Heaven, is within you.   

 

Drawing from Jeremiah and Ezekiel, Jesus spoke of the heart, of the 

Sacred, the Holy One, dwelling within us.   In Jeremiah, God said of 

the Hebrew people that the law of God would be written ‘on their 

hearts’.   In Ezekiel, after the trauma of exile, God said, ‘A new heart 

will I give you….I will put my spirit within you’.   In our tradition, 

the one mystic said, ‘Let us keep our eyes always fixed on the depths 

of our heart with an unceasing mindfulness of God’; another spoke of 

‘descending into the heart’ or ‘putting the mind in the heart’.   Jesus 

stood in the temple precincts and spoke of the Kingdom within the 

heart, the soul, the consciousness.   He told His listeners to find God’s 

presence not in the temple, in the Holy of Holies made of stone, but in 
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prayer, in stillness of mind, through the meditation of the heart.   

Wine from the grape represented the spiritual hidden in the material:  

the inner essence.   The Trappist monk, the late Thomas Merton, said: 

 

  The deepest level of communication is not  

communication, but communion.  It is wordless.  

It is beyond words, and it is beyond speech,  

and it is beyond concept.  

 

The axis mundi, the communion of heaven and earth, is within us – 

you and me. 

 

Going forward in the 21st century, I hope and pray that peoples of all 

faiths will be open to the sacredness of different pathways and 

perspectives.   The English theologian, the late John Hick, used a 

beautiful analogy of light.  He said: 

The sun’s light is refracted by the earth’s atmosphere 

into the spectrum of the different colours of the rainbow. 

Perhaps the ultimate light of the universal divine presence 

is refracted by our different human religious cultures 

into the spectrum of the different world faiths. 

 

The Sufi mystic, Rumi, said, ‘The universe and the light of the stars 

come through me’ and ‘Nothing can nourish the soul but light’.   Is 
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not this the Kingdom of God within us?   In Hinduism, we are told 

that: 

The human body is the temple of God…. 

The sacred flame of your inner shrine 

is constantly bright. 

 

Is not this the Divine Presence within us, the silent Mystery which 

Jesus called ‘Father’?   In the mind’s eye, with imagination, join Jesus 

in the temple precincts.   Be aware of God’s Presence. 

 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


