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Whose church is it, anyway?
By Pastor Donald Neidigk
Matthew 21:33-46
Series A, Pentecost 19, October 4, 2026
There was a master of a house who planted a vineyard and put a fence around it and dug a winepress in it and built a tower and leased it to tenants, and went into another country. Matthew 21:33 
	It’s early October.  The mornings are a bit cooler longer.  Have you noticed?  There seem to be more clouds in the afternoon.  There’s shade where it didn’t used to be. It’s getting dark earlier.  All these changes mean winter is right around the corner. And somehow, winter doesn’t seem quite as safe as spring or summer.
	The growing darkness reminds me of today’s gospel lesson.  It’s not cheery at all. It’s dark and foreboding. It’s full of warnings about coming events that for some people won’t be pleasant.
	That’s because Jesus is no longer in Galilee where most of the people loved him.  As the lesson unfolds, Jesus is in Jerusalem. It’s after Palm Sunday. Jerusalem is the religious and political power center in Judea. Many people in Jerusalem don’t like Jesus.  They don’t like what he has to say.  They don’t like the fact that the common people love him.  Some of the chief priests and the Pharisees are already plotting to kill Jesus. 
	But Jesus doesn’t change his message to make them happy. Today’s parable makes them even more angry and even more determined to kill Jesus. But that’s okay, because Jesus came to Jerusalem to die for you and me.  So yes, today’s lesson is dark. It’s cold.  But it’s also full of hope for you and me.  
In the parable, a landowner puts a lot of money and hard work into building a vineyard.  It’s got everything; a fence, a winepress, a tower.  And, we can assume it even has an irrigation system.  Everything he does is expensive and labor intensive.  If you’re a farmer, you know just how much work and capital this landowner has put into his farm. 
When he’s finished preparing it, the landowner leases out his farm to tenant farmers.  As has been done for centuries, the tenants would keep part of the crop, and the farmer would get the rest.  It’s called share cropping. It’s a time-honored practice. Maybe some of us today are descendants of sharecroppers, or maybe you even do some share cropping now.
	But in the parable, when the time comes for the tenants to pay their share, they refuse.  They actually beat and kill the landowner’s servants who come to collect his share. The tenants do this twice!  Finally, the farmer sends his son. “They will respect my son,”  he says to himself ( v 37)  But when the farmer’s son comes to collect the rent, they kill him too! “This is the heir. Come, let us kill him and have his inheritance,” they say to one another. (Matthew 21: 38)  So that’s what they do. They throw the landowner’s son outside the vineyard and kill him.
 	Now, Jesus is a master storyteller.  His audience today is the very priests and Pharisees who hate him.  But as they listen to the story, they seem to forget who’s telling it.  They get totally absorbed in it.  They recognize the terrible injustice done to the servants, the son, and the farmer.  They become angry. 
So when Jesus asks, “When the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those tenants?”  they don’t even have to stop and think. “He will put those wretches to a miserable death and let out the vineyard to other tenants who will give him the fruits in their seasons.” (v 41)
The irony of it is that the story Jesus is telling is about these very people. They and their ancestors have done exactly this for hundreds of years.  First, they did it to the Old Testament prophets who called their great grandfathers to repentance and faithfulness.  Then they did it to John the Baptist.  So now in their answer, they’ve just condemned themselves.  They are the tenant farmers who have killed the landowner’s servants and will soon kill his Son. And even that won’t be the end of their evil.  After they kill the Son, they’ll soon turn on his disciples.
Remember, this is only a parable. It’s a story with symbolic meaning. The real meaning is that Israel and the Jerusalem temple were God’s vineyard.  But the priests and pharisees had taken it over.  They controlled every aspect of the religious life of the people.  They did this for their own personal gain, not for the glory of God and the wellbeing of those they were supposed to serve. This was wrong, and God was angry.  These leaders were going to be replaced. Other tenants who loved God, who loved his people and who loved his Son would be put in charge.
	Who might that be?  Well, that’s Christians!  It’s both Jews and Gentiles who recognize Jesus Christ as God’s Son and who serve him.  It’s you and me.  But the vineyard is no longer a tiny country in the middle east. It’s the church which has no geographical boundaries.  The harvest is not grapes but souls who are brought to Christ, and the fruits of righteousness that accompany faith.
	The task of the new vineyard workers – the church - is proclaiming Jesus, working the ground with love, and bringing in a harvest of sinners redeemed at the cross who bear the fruit of the Spirit.  You remember the fruit of the Spirit, don’t you?  It is love, joy, peace, patience, goodness, kindness, gentleness and self-control. (Galatians 5:22-23)
	But unfortunately, the new workers in the vineyard have sometimes gotten it all wrong, just like the first crew the master brought in.  Since the early days of Christianity, some Christians have gotten the idea that they have the right to persecute people who don’t believe in Jesus.  Some Christians have gotten the idea that it’s okay to use the church and the Christian faith as a means of getting rich. But it’s not ok.  
I’m appalled at the greed and deceit of some evangelicals in our day. I recall an elderly woman in Kansas who believed everything a TV evangelist said on his program. He told his viewers that if they gave money to his “ministry” they’d have more riches than they could count.  She believed it.  So she sent him all her savings, thousands of dollars. But of course, no riches showed up in the mail. Her family tried to get her savings back for her, but she got nothing.
	In one church I served, two ladies were in charge of the food closet.  When someone came by the church and asked for help, these two ladies, or the secretary, or I if I was there, would give them several bags of groceries.  But then I discovered that the two ladies were also taking whatever food they wanted for themselves. That wasn’t the purpose of the food closet. It wasn’t their food closet.  It was the Lord’s.
Someday there will be a Day of Judgment.  Jesus will return and he’ll set things right. Till then, we’re not the Judge. God is. It’s his job to sort out the good workers from the bad. I suspect that when Jesus comes, we might be surprised to learn who the faithful vineyard workers are, and who aren’t.  We might also be surprised to learn that God is far more gracious and forgiving than we are.  
	The church and everything about, belongs to God. The congregation, the building, the word, the sacraments, the work we do - everything that makes us church – it all belongs to God, not us. We are just servants in the vineyard.  We may have a particular area of responsibility, but we don’t own anything. All we do is lovingly take care of our corner of the vineyard so it returns a crop for God.  
What’s the crop?  Souls saved through faith in Christ.  Lives renewed and built up through his word. Neighbors who are loved and served in the name of Jesus.  Peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.  May that be the harvest.  And may each of us be faithful workers in the vineyard. 
Lord, help us walk Your servant way,
Wherever love may lead
And bending low, forgetting self,
Each serve the other’s need. amen.
(From LSB # 857, By Herman Stuempfle) 

Lectionary, Series A, Pentecost 19, 2026
Isaiah 5:1-7
Let me sing for my beloved
    my love song concerning his vineyard:
My beloved had a vineyard
    on a very fertile hill.
2 He dug it and cleared it of stones,
    and planted it with choice vines;
he built a watchtower in the midst of it,
    and hewed out a wine vat in it;
and he looked for it to yield grapes,
    but it yielded wild grapes.
3 And now, O inhabitants of Jerusalem
    and men of Judah,
judge between me and my vineyard.
4 What more was there to do for my vineyard,
    that I have not done in it?
When I looked for it to yield grapes,
    why did it yield wild grapes?
5 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.
6 I will make it a waste;
    it shall not be pruned or hoed,
    and briers and thorns shall grow up;
I will also command the clouds
    that they rain no rain upon it.
7 For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts
    is the house of Israel,
and the men of Judah
    are his pleasant planting;
and he looked for justice,
    but behold, bloodshed;
for righteousness,
    but behold, an outcry!
Philippians 3:4b-14
4 ... If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: 5 circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; 6 as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless. 7 But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8 Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith— 10 that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 11 that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead.
12 Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. 13 Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.
Matthew 21:33-46
33 “Hear another parable. There was a master of a house who planted a vineyard and put a fence around it and dug a winepress in it and built a tower and leased it to tenants, and went into another country. 34 When the season for fruit drew near, he sent his servants to the tenants to get his fruit. 35 And the tenants took his servants and beat one, killed another, and stoned another. 36 Again he sent other servants, more than the first. And they did the same to them. 37 Finally he sent his son to them, saying, ‘They will respect my son.’ 38 But when the tenants saw the son, they said to themselves, ‘This is the heir. Come, let us kill him and have his inheritance.’ 39 And they took him and threw him out of the vineyard and killed him. 40 When therefore the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those tenants?” 41 They said to him, “He will put those wretches to a miserable death and let out the vineyard to other tenants who will give him the fruits in their seasons.”
42 Jesus said to them, “Have you never read in the Scriptures:
“‘The stone that the builders rejected
    has become the cornerstone;
this was the Lord's doing,
    and it is marvelous in our eyes’?
43 Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people producing its fruits. 44 And the one who falls on this stone will be broken to pieces; and when it falls on anyone, it will crush him.”
45 When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard his parables, they perceived that he was speaking about them. 46 And although they were seeking to arrest him, they feared the crowds, because they held him to be a prophet.
