
 1 

Sermon for the Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
October 4, 2020 Yr A 
St. Michael’s Episcopal Church 
The Reverend Canon Michael J. Horvath 
Gospel: Matthew 21:33-46 
 
 
When I was growing up, my parents had a vegetable garden that everything from beans, to 
peppers to zucchini.  My favorite part of the garden were the tomatoes. I liked them because 
they tended to grow quickly from little plants, and their fruit seemed to get bigger and redder 
overnight (especially the cherry tomatoes).  When I was nine years old, my father taught me 
how to tend to their weeding, and staking up, and, eventually, their harvest.  I was proud of the 
fruit, especially the Brandywines, which were fairly uniform (in shape, if not in size), and they 
were delicious.  One day, however, I collected a tomato that was distinctly different from the 
other fruit from the same plant.  Its blossom end was rippled, almost corrugated, and the 
bottom end was bumpy and lumpy.  I remember telling my parents that we should probably 
just throw it out, but my father took the deformed tomato, washed it, sliced it up and we ate it 
with a dash of salt.  “You worked too hard to let this go to waste”, he said.  “It may look ugly, 
but it’s still a tomato.”  I learned then that I couldn’t predict what the fruit would look like, but 
the fruit can still be delicious if we just put the work in tending and harvesting. 
 
The parable Jesus tells, which is the major part of our text, expresses this truth. In particular, it 
is a narrative about God making effort after effort to receive from his people the fruits of his 
kingdom.  
 
Fruits figure heavily in this parable. Verse 34 says: “When the harvest time had come, he sent 
his slaves to the tenants to collect his produce.” In its original Greek form, it really reads, 
“When the time for the fruits had come, he sent his slaves to the tenants to receive his fruits.” 
In the slaves sent out to the vineyards, we see the early prophets of the Hebrew Bible who 
were sent by God to his people and whose call to bear fruits worthy of God’s kingdom was 
repeatedly rejected. Jesus self-references himself as the son who was rejected and crucified. 
But the reason God sent his prophets and finally his own son was to remind his people that they 
were not to be a people in name only. They were to bear the fruits of his kingdom. God’s 
purpose in calling forth a people was not for earthly glory established by our standards, but to 
bring about a people who would live the life of God’s kingdom and bear for God the fruits of 
the kingdom.  
 
At the conclusion of the parable Jesus asked the chief priests and elders of the people this 
question: “When the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do with those tenants?” They 
answered, “He will put those wretches to a miserable death, and lease the vineyard to other 
tenants who will give him the fruits at the time of harvest.” The parable becomes a warning to 
those who believe they are in the favored position of being “tenants” in the kingdom of God 
and thus not subject to retribution or accounting.  
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But their favored position is not guaranteed. What God has given God can also take away. Jesus 
said to them, “Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given 
to a people that produce the fruits of the kingdom.”  
 
In part this parable anticipates what will later happen when the Good News is preached by 
Peter and Paul and others to those whose ears will not hear, whose eyes will not see and whose 
hands will not do.  To those who are satisfied being identified as followers of Christ in name 
only, but not in word or deed. 
 
Proclaiming ourselves as followers of Christ – Christians - this parable is a warning to us as it 
was to them. It is a warning to the people of God’s kingdom in every age and time. Calling 
ourselves Christians without going into the vineyard and doing the work God has called us to 
do, is a sure way of never seeing that Kingdom. 
 
When we don’t make the effort to bear the fruits of God’s kingdom the same thing that was 
said to the chief priests and elders of the people is said to us. “Therefore I tell you, the kingdom 
of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that produce the fruits of the 
kingdom.” There is no mention here of grace or of patience or of waiting and hoping that 
blighted vineyards will produce fruit. It is a matter of either you do, or you don’t. Either you 
produce the fruits of the kingdom or the kingdom of God is taken from you. That’s that.  There 
is a directness in Jesus’s words that should make us stand up and listen and ask ourselves how 
seriously are we taking this warning? 
 
I wonder if sometimes we believe that ours is a God of “No Consequences” – a being that we 
can tap into solely for affirmation or comfort.  Truly, God is present to us for that, but 
remember that we are in a covenant with God.  A contract, if you will.  And what is the premise 
of a contract?  It is that each side promises to hold up their end of the bargain. 
 
What’s the bargain?  Well, we may each have our own idea of what that is, but if we follow 
Christ then the base-level of what we are called to do is modeled on his life – we are called to 
love our neighbor, make peace with one another, welcome the stranger, encourage the timid, 
help the weak, be patient with everyone, make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, 
always try to be kind, be joyful always, pray continually, give thanks in all circumstances, hold 
on to the good, and avoid things that separate us from God. 
 
These might sound like a bunch of niceties that we tell little children as a Sunday school 
exercise, but if we are truly tending the vineyard of God’s Kingdom and growing in the image of 
Christ, then we know how hard and difficult this work is.  That’s the reality of pledging 
ourselves to a God who has given us eternal life.  Like my lumpy, bumpy, corrugated, 
Frankenstein  tomato, we can’t predict what the fruit would look like – that we need to leave to 
the Holy Spirit - but God asks only that we bear the fruit of God’s love in this world.  Indeed, we 
either do or we don’t.  How are you holding up your end of the bargain?  Amen. 
  


