
2 Samuel 12:1-9.13; Matthew 21:33-46  

When I was in primary school, I had a best friend. We sat together, we played together 

and she stuck by me even though I was mocked by other children and she wasn’t. I 

vividly remember her one day asking me though: If your best friend broke your trust, 

what would you do? I smelled a rat so quickly assessed whether there was any chance she 

was speaking of me and thought – no. I couldn’t think of anything that would indicate I 

had broken her trust. I then replied what I would do if someone broke my trust. Of course 

I would have been more lenient had I guessed she was speaking of me – as indeed she 

was. I can’t remember what I did to upset her at that time but I do remember her asking 

me that pointed question – what would you do? I also remember how much my answer 

depended on whether I thought it was me she was speaking of or not. 

That little trick had been used before. We have two examples of it in the two readings 

today. The first one is from the Old Testament where the prophet Nathan challenges King 

David with a story of blatant and obvious injustice. Unsuspecting king David gives his 

verdict: ‘As surely as the Lord lives, the man who did this must die!’ He then learns he’s 

the true subject of the story. He accepts the truth of it with great humility and repents. 

The second one is described in the New Testament reading for today, in the Gospel of 

Matthew. It’s a parable Jesus told the chief priests and elders and their reaction is very 

different to king David’s one. 

First a little bit of background. Many a time the people of Israel are described in the Bible 

as a vineyard. In Psalm 80:8-9 we read: ‘You transplanted a vine from Egypt; you drove 

out the nations and planted it. You cleared the ground for it, and it took root and filled the 

land.’ It’s clear that the vine means Israelites, who were slaves in Egypt, were taken out 

of there and given freedom. God helped them fight the nations living in the land he had 

given them and that’s where he ‘planted’ them. To those listening to Jesus telling the 

parable of the vineyard and its tenants it’s clear that he’s referring to the people of Israel. 

Let’s break it down. The landowner (God) planted a vineyard (people of Israel). He gave 

them the tenants to look after them (Jewish religious authorities). He then sent his 

servants (prophets) to the tenants who beat them up. Then he sent his son (Jesus) who 

they killed. Jesus ends with a pointed question - when the owner of the vineyard comes, 

what will he do to those tenants? 

Before we go any further, let’s pause for a moment. It’s a strange parable to be telling of 

God. God is presented as one who is absent from his vineyard and therefore from his 

people. He then exacts a share of the tenants work – and at those times that was a lion’s 

share of the crops! That is the reason they were likely to rebel – the amount to be given 

up to the landowner was disproportionate and left the tenants with barely anything to live 

on. In many ways this pattern hasn’t changed in the world we live in two thousand years 

later. The rich still exploit the poor and leave them with next to nothing. Look at the 

factories, workshops and farms in the Third World providing us with cheap clothing, 

handbags, duvets or food. We, the rich of this world, enjoy living off the poor people’s 



labour and paying peanuts for it while we hardly ever give any thought to the people’s 

working and living conditions. That’s the world we live in and are part of. 

But is this God’s world and God’s way of doing things? Jesus asks at the end of the 

parable: what will God do? He’s speaking to the chief priests and elders of the people 

who had just challenged him after he overturned the tables of the Temple sellers the day 

before. They accost him and ask: ‘By what authority are you doing these things? And 

who gave you this authority?’ Jesus, being Jesus, instead of giving them a straight 

answer, asks them a series of questions in turn. This parable is one of them. He asks: 

what will God do to those tenants who beat his servants and killed his Son? What will he 

do? What do you think he’ll do? 

The answer the priests give him is a very worldly one: ‘He will bring those wretches to a 

wretched end, and he will rent the vineyard to other tenants, who will give him his share 

of the crop at harvest time.’ That’s what any landowner they know would do. That’s the 

way of the world after all. They read in the Torah: Eye for an eye and tooth for a tooth. 

Except that all this law taught was proportionality. Do not escalate the conflict but be fair 

even in retaliation. Never mind, the point is that they knew revenge, even proportionate to 

the crime, as a way out of a conflict. 

Jesus then speaks of the stone rejected by the builders on which God will build his 

Kingdom. What? 

When you look at the New Testament in its entirety and at Jesus’ teachings specifically, 

you realise that the last thing he taught was revenge. This just doesn’t fit in with the 

Kingdom. What he taught is love. Towards the beginning of the Gospel of Matthew in 

chapter 5 we read: ‘But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If anyone slaps you on the 

right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also.’ And then a few verses later: ‘You have 

heard that it was said, “Love your neighbour and hate your enemy.” 
44 

But I tell you, love 

your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 
45 

that you may be children of your 

Father in heaven.’ How can we ever imagine Jesus would advocate violence and revenge 

after saying all this?  

What he does say is that he will build his Kingdom anew. He himself will become the 

cornerstone and will hold his people together. He warns the priests and elders by saying: 

‘the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people who will 

produce its fruit.’ So God’s vineyard is taken away from them as they didn’t bear fruit 

worthy of God. They didn’t live the way God wanted them to. They didn’t understand the 

law of love which is not a new teaching by Jesus but a reiteration of what’s always been 

the core of the Torah. In Leviticus 19:18 it says: ‘Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge 

against anyone among your people, but love your neighbour as yourself. I am the Lord.’ 

Love rather than revenge has always been God’s policy. And nothing changed.  

Alan Brehm in his sermon on this passage from Matthew entitled ‘Vengeance?’ writes: 

‘In the strange kingdom Jesus proclaimed, enemies become friends. In this strange 

kingdom, those who rebel may indeed find themselves broken and crushed by their 



defiance, but they also find that God is the one who heals the broken and lifts up those 

who are crushed (Ps. 145:14; 147:3). In this strange kingdom, there is no more “eye for 

an eye,” because operative rule is to forgive as you have been forgiven, to be merciful as 

you have been shown mercy. In this strange kingdom, there’s no more getting even, 

because that’s what it means to “love your neighbor as yourself.”’
1
 

Because the priests haven’t got that and taught the people wrong, Jesus himself will 

become the cornerstone and teacher. He will take over the education of his people from 

now on. And so now the onus is on us – Jesus himself is teaching us to love. Are we 

bearing fruit of the Kingdom of God? Are we full of ‘love, joy, peace, forbearance, 

kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
 
gentleness and self-control against which there is no 

law’? Who are we most like in the parable Jesus taught? Amen.  

                                                 
1
 http://thewakingdreamer.blogspot.com/2011/11/vengeance-matt-2133-46-1-i-find-it.html.  

http://thewakingdreamer.blogspot.com/2011/11/vengeance-matt-2133-46-1-i-find-it.html

