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The Tenants from Hell 

Matthew 21:33-46 

14 November 2021 | Grace Bible Church Corinda | Ben Shannon 

Big Idea:  Following Jesus means being fruitful. 

Big Question:  Are you producing fruit? 

Introduction 

Can you imagine having a rental inspection with the house looking like this? 

I’m sure everyone’s heard of “those” tenants before. 

The kind of tenants that don’t just leave a little bit of wear-and-tear, but absolutely trash the 

place – removing walls and making new doorways where it’s convenient. 

They half-bury bags of rotting food in the back yard and leave other waste where it just 

shouldn’t be. 

 

I read about one carpenter who refused to pay rent and so he was evicted. 

The owners couldn't figure out the smell for weeks, even after it was professionally cleaned.  

Turns out that he’d opened up the walls and put dead fish inside before sealing them up. 

That’s the kind of soul-destroying damage that even seasoned cleaners don’t want to deal 

with. 

 

If you’re a landlord, that’s the kind of tenant that you really don’t want. 

Of course, most tenants are great and do their best not to be those tenants. 

They look after the place, pay their rent on time and sometimes even do their own repairs. 

But sadly, there are the tenants from hell. 

 

What does the landlord do with tenants like that? 

Well, the answers fairly obvious, isn’t it? 

They evict the tenant – a process that can take months to work its way through the legal 

processes. 

And put in new tenants who will do the right thing. 

 

These kinds of situations have been around for donkey’s years, almost since Adam was a 

boy. 

That’s exactly the kind of situation that Jesus uses to graphicly describe his kingdom. 
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Outline 

Last week, we looked at Jesus teaching in the temple in Jerusalem. 

We covered the first two of the eight controversies Jesus has in the temple. 

He gets asked a question by the religious leaders: Where does your authority come from? 

Jesus turns their own question back on them and uses it to show them that they reject 

Jesus. 

They refuse to repent and believe in Jesus. 

 

This week, we see Jesus take the conversation to the next level as we look at what’s often 

called the parable of the tenants. 

This morning we’re going to see that Jesus takes his kingdom from people who are unfruitful 

and gives it to people who are fruitful. 

The big idea is that following Jesus means being fruitful. 

The big question we need to ask is, “Are you producing fruit?” 

Jesus’s been telling his disciples that he’s got to die for a while now – he’s headed towards 

the cross. 

He makes clear that they’re the ones who’re going to kill him. 

We’re going to see two points this morning: 

• The Patient Master (33-39) 

• The Decisive Master (40-46) 

The Patient Master (vv33-39) 

After expertly returning a verbal volley, Jesus goes on the front foot as he continues his 

conversation with the religious leaders of Israel. 

He tells them to listen to another parable because they’re the ones who need to hear it. 

 

Jesus says that there’s a landowner who decides that he’s going to plant a vineyard on his 

property. 

He puts up the trellises and plants the vines, but he does even more than that. 

He also builds a wall around the outside to protect the vines from being eaten by wild 

animals. 

He does everything he can to get the vineyard ready for when it produces fruit. 

He digs a winepress into the ground. 

Usually winepresses had two vats – one at the top to stamp the grapes in with your feet and 

another at the bottom to collect the juice. 
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Finally, he builds a watchtower as somewhere for the vineyard workers to use as a base, but 

also somewhere they could monitor what was going on and keep an eye out for thieves and 

fire. 

 

Basically, he did all the right things to set the place up for success. 

If it’s going to fail, it’s not because he tried to cut corners. 

Yet instead of operating the vineyard himself, he decides that he’s going to rent it out and 

move somewhere else. 

I’m told that this was a fairly common thing in Israel at the time. 

 

When it’s the time for the grapes to be harvested, the landowner sends a delegation of 

servants to the tenants to collect some of the fruit. 

You might be wondering why the owner gets some of the fruit? 

My understanding is that it takes quite some time for grapes to be established and so the 

owner would have to subsidise the tenants for about five or so years before the crops even 

produced anything. 

Landowners were typically entitled to about half of the harvest as rent and that’s entirely 

reasonable. 

Part of the rental inspection each year is seeing how much fruit was produced and taking his 

share as payment for using the land. 

 

What wasn’t reasonable was the way these particular tenants responded. 

When the landowner’s servants turn up on their doorstep, the tenants aren’t too happy. 

The servants don’t receive the kind of welcome that they were expecting. 

Rather, they’re treated quite roughly to say the least – one is beaten, another is killed and a 

third is stoned. 

 

Well, the owner’s a persistent fella who isn’t going to take “no” for an answer. 

So, he sends a second delegation of servants to collect the fruit he’s owed. 

Lo and behold, they’re treated in exactly the same way. 

Eventually, the landowner decides to send his own son to collect the fruit, verse 37: 

Matthew 21:37 NIV11  37 Last of all, he sent his son to them. ‘They will respect my 

son,’ he said. 

 

I want to hit pause at this point. 

Is anyone else wondering what on earth makes him think it’s a good idea to send his son? 
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After the appalling way that the tenants have treated TWO lots of multiple servants, why 

does the landowner think that they’ll respect his son when he goes solo to collect? 

Not surprisingly, it doesn’t end well. 

 

They kill the landowner’s son 

When they see the son coming, not only do they see a sitting duck, but they also see the 

opportunity to get their hands on the property. 

Which is crazy because there was no law saying that it would come to them because back in 

the day, you couldn’t claim adverse possession just for being a tenant any more than you 

can today. 

They were driven by greed rather than just logic. 

 

I think that this only goes to show that there’s something really significant going on here. 

After the utterly outrageous way that the first lot of servants were treated, most people would 

want justice.1 

Most people would be sending in soldiers for a forcible eviction. 

Certainly not sending even more servants and definitely not sending his own son. 

 

This highlights the utterly outrageous patience and persistence that the landowner has. 

We see his determination to allow the tenants every opportunity to do the right thing. 

Out of love he sends his son because to send soldiers would mean their demise. 

“They will respect my son,”  he said. 

 

At this point, it might be worth thinking about what this parable means. 

I think Jesus is using the parable as an allegory. 

Here’s a key to who all the characters are: 

Landowner God 

Vineyard Israel 

Tenants Leaders of Israel 

Servants Prophets 

Son  Jesus 

 

The landowner is God himself. 

The God who rescued the people of Israel out of Egypt and gave them a land to live in. 

He gave them his Law, temple and altar to respond to his grace. 
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He was to be their God and they would be his people. 

 

As Jesus spoke in the temple, he was speaking to people who knew their Old Testament 

well and so his parable would’ve set off bells in their heads. 

A number of times in the Old Testament – for instance Jeremiah 2 and Psalm 80 – the 

people of Israel are described as a vineyard.  

The comparisons between Jesus’ parable and Isaiah 5 are really striking. 

This’s what Isaiah writes: 

Isaiah 5:2 NIV11  2 He dug it up and cleared it of stones and planted it with the 

choicest vines. He built a watchtower in it and cut out a winepress as well. Then he 

looked for a crop of good grapes, but it yielded only bad fruit. 

This affirms the idea that that the owner of the was God in both passages and that Israel is 

the vineyard. 

God set up Israel to produce a good crop of good grapes and instead, he found bad fruit. 

 

When I was young, Dad was into growing all different kinds of exotic fruit – lychees, 

pawpaw, avocados, custard apples and mangoes. 

One of the things he tried to grow was grapes. 

I can still see them in my mind’s eye – these plump, black grapes hanging from the vine. 

But biting into them, they were bitter and disgusting! 

That’s exactly what Isaiah warned about – bad fruit. 

 

The tenants are the leaders of Israel. 

It was their job to look after the crop – water, fertilize and protect it from bugs. 

Their role was to lead the people of Israel towards lives of holiness and godliness. 

God put the leaders in charge of his people to care for them and look after them and they 

failed to do that. 

The leaders weren’t simply free to do what they want, they’re accountable to the landowner 

to produce fruit. 

 

The servants are the prophets that God used to warn the people of Israel – and especially 

the leaders – about what they were doing. 

The appalling way that the servants were treated in the parable is exactly how the Israel 

treated God’s prophets. 

Jeremiah was beaten and put in stocks because of his prophecy.2 

Many prophets were slaughtered by the evil Jezebel. 3 
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Zechariah got stoned when he called them out on transgressing the Lord’s commands.4 

God’s people rejected his mouthpieces under the guidance of their leaders. 

 

It’s hard to know exactly who the two lots of prophets are. 

They could be the Old Testament prophets and then John, the New Testament prophet. 

My own guess is that it’s more likely to be the prophets before and after exile. 

Israel were given a huge warning before they were taken into exile yet sadly, when they 

came back, very little changed. 

 

What’s the fruit that the prophets expected to see? 

The prophets were sent to reap what God had sown. 

A fruitful vine produces righteousness. 

The fruit could simply be righteous deeds, but I think it goes deeper than that. 

The fruit is the fruit of repentance, which Jack the Dipper called them to produce back in 

chapter three. 

 

A little bit later in the Bible, in the book that describes the history of the early church, we read 

about a deacon named Stephen. 

As he’s evangelising, he reminds the Jewish people that their ancestors harassed all of the 

prophets. 

They killed all the messengers who told them to look for God’s son. 

Acts 7:52a-b NIV11  52 Was there ever a prophet your ancestors did not persecute? 

They even killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One. 

 

“Now,” Stephen says, “You’ve killed God’s son as well.” 

The people of Israel knew how to live out the fruit of repentance but they’d failed to do it. 

So they killed God’s greatest prophet – God’s own son. 

The son killed in the parable refers to Jesus. 

 

It’s not surprising the leaders would Jesus because he came in a long line of suffering 

prophets. 

Stephen went on: 

Acts 7:52c–53 NIV11  And now you have betrayed and murdered him— 53 you who 

have received the law that was given through angels but have not obeyed it.” 

As if to prove the point, how do the people listening to Stephen respond?   
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Just a few verses later, they rush at Stephen and drag HIM out of the city and stone him to 

death as a man named Saul watched on.  

 

Finally, the vineyard owner sends his son, just like God himself sent his own son. 

Instead of respecting him, the tenants decided to put him to death – both the son in the story 

and God’s Son. 

They put Jesus to death having dragged him out of the camp, as Hebrews 13 tells us.5 

In other words, they rejected him as being part of Israel and sent him to a gentile court. 

Those who should’ve received Jesus murdered him, but we’re getting a little ahead of 

ourselves. 

 

The first thing that we need to see is that God is the patient landowner. 

He didn’t keep sending the prophets and ultimately his own son because he didn’t know 

what was going to happen to them, or even worse, because he was stupid. 

This him going above and beyond for the sake of others. 

 

Lots of people look around at the world and wonder why God doesn’t DO something. 

Why doesn’t he come in and clean up all the mess, right all of the wrongs. 

The short answer is because that’s not his way. 

Not because he’s unable to but because he’s a God who is patient and merciful. 

He gives people time to repent. 

 

Sometimes we think that God’s not going to fulfil his promises and make all things right 

because he’s slow at going about it. 

After all, it’s been two thousand years! 

But aren’t you glad that he didn’t deal with everyone in 1900 or perhaps – for those of us 

who’re Christians – the day before we repented of our sins? 

Aren’t you glad that he gave you time? 

The apostle Peter wrote to encourage churches who were suffering persecution first hand: 

2 Peter 3:9 NIV11  9 The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some 

understand slowness. Instead he is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, 

but everyone to come to repentance. 

 

Secondly, this’s a reminder not to be surprised if you’re rejected for sticking to God’s word. 
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Many people don’t like to hear the message of grace – that there’s nothing that we bring to 

the table but our own sin. 

The prophets’ job was to stick to what God had said, even if it was unpopular. 

And there’s a really long, long history of them being rejected for it. 

Look what they did to Jesus for speaking God’s word. 

How much more should we expect the same? 

But we patiently press on in the hope that people will repent. 

 

The first thing we see in this parable is that God is patient beyond our expectations, giving 

us ample opportunity to repent. 

The Decisive Master (40-46) 

The second thing we see is that God is the decisive owner. 

 

At this point in the parable, it might seem like the landowner is a bit of a pushover. 

His servants have been brutally rejected and his own son has been killed. 

Just how far is he going to let this go without some really decisive action? 

Will there be an endpoint? 

What’s the owner going to do so that the injustice doesn’t continue forever? 

Which’s exactly the question that Jesus asks in verse 40: 

Matthew 21:40 NIV11  40 “Therefore, when the owner of the vineyard comes, what 

will he do to those tenants?” 

 

Perhaps, like me, you’re wondering what would make the landowner think he’s going do any 

better when both his servants and his son have failed in the past? 

That’s clearly not what people listening are thinking though because they give a very definite 

answer to what they expect to happen next. 

Can you hear moral outrage in their answer in verse 41, when they say that these wretched 

people who’ve been involved in a wretched plot should come to a wretched end? 

They’re horrified by what’s happened and so in their mind it’s time for no more Mr Nice Guy. 

The dirty rats rightly deserve to get their just desserts. 

Matthew 21:41 NIV11  41 “He will bring those wretches to a wretched end,” they 

replied, “and he will rent the vineyard to other tenants, who will give him his share of 

the crop at harvest time.” 
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Who’s the “they” of verse 41? 

It’s almost definitely the chief priests and the elders who were still there from verse 23. 

But in verse 45 we find that that parable was heard by the pharisees as well. 

We could say that it’s all the people who won’t repent, who aren’t being fruitful. 

Those who – like the second son we looked at last week – SAY that they’re following God 

and without actually doing it. 

 

And in saying this, these religious people have condemned themselves by their own 

standards. 

Here we see how parables have this uncanny knack of tripping people up. 

Be very careful of parables because they suck you in and then turn out to be a weapon that 

you don’t even see coming. 

The leaders of Israel thought they were spectators to this story, but instead, they find that 

Jesus has snuck them in the side entrance and put them right onto centre stage. 

They have rightly declared the decisive action that their master should bring on them. 

 

Jesus’s response to them might seem strange at first. 

In fact, it even seems a little bit rude and disingenuous when he asks, “Have you never read 

the Scriptures?” 

They were religious leaders – of course they’d read the Scriptures! 

Yes, they’d read the Scriptures but the point is that they’ve failed to realise that the 

Scriptures point to Jesus. 

They didn’t really recognise what God was saying. 

 

Jesus proves this by quoting from Psalm 118. 

It’s a psalm that’s all about giving thanks for a supernatural military victory. 

Little Israel wins an astounding victory because God is on their side. 

In the Psalm, David is thanking God for the way that he’s been rescued despite being the 

underdog. 

In that psalm, it’s Israel who is the cornerstone that the other nations trip over. 

 

But it’s also the psalm that we saw quoted earlier in the chapter. 

If you scroll up to verse nine, you’ll see that the crowds were shouting out the words of 

Psalm 118 when Jesus rode into Jerusalem. 

 “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.” 
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Not only do those verses apply to Jesus, but when the psalmist talks about the cornerstone 

a few verses earlier, that applies to Jesus as well. 

 

Jesus is saying outright that he is the cornerstone that the builders rejected. 

The elders, the chief priests and the Pharisees have all rejected him, as we saw last week. 

They refuse to accept his authority. 

Just like his ancestor David was overlooked – Goliath certainly overlooked him, literally – 

and so did his family and even the prophet Samuel at first, they’ve overlooked Jesus. 

 

And just like David became king, Jesus is the one who’s going to become the cornerstone – 

the stone that sets up the direction for all the rest of the building. 

It’s a little confusing because Jesus has changed the metaphor as he quotes scripture, but 

he’s saying that he’s going to replace the leaders of Israel. 

Their rejection of his is proof of it. 

This’s God’s doing and it’s marvellous in our eyes – a cause of rejoicing. 

 

Jesus is warning them that he will act decisively. 

Up until this point, the kingdom of God has been roughly equal to the nation of Israel. 

God chose them to be his particular people – the people he would dwell with. 

He would be their God and they would be his people. 

The religious leaders were the means of God’s reign as they were meant to follow the 

Scriptures and lead others to do the same. 

 

They were meant to produce the fruit of righteousness, but they’d failed. 

The leaders of Israel thought that they were it and a bit – doing everything that they needed 

to do. 

And yet Jesus has shown them decisively how they’ve failed to do the very things that he’d 

called them to do. 

Jesus has been in the temple and he’s seen what a mess these tenants have made. 

They’ve turned out to be the ultimate tenants from hell. 

 

Now he’s coming for them and they’re going to be replaced. 

Jesus is saying to them that he is the exact judgment that they’re talking about. 

Jesus is about to usher in a radical change by handing the vineyard to someone else. 

So, Jesus concludes in verse 43: 
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Matthew 21:43 NIV11  43 “Therefore I tell you that the kingdom of God will be taken 

away from you and given to a people who will produce its fruit. 

 

This’s in line with their own expectations that God would hand his people over to new 

tenants. 

Tenants who’ll produce good fruit and hand it over to the landowner. 

They’ll give him the share of his crop that he deserves at harvest time. 

That could be gentiles, the church or church leaders and at some level I think that the 

answer to that is “yes”. 

But probably it’s really talking about Jesus. 

 

God’s people needed new leadership and Jesus is saying that he’s there to bring it about. 

The kingdom of God will be taken away from the leaders of Israel and be given to an new 

ethnos – a (singular) people – who will produce fruit. 

Jesus is saying that from this point forward, the kingdom of God isn’t a kingdom whose 

boundaries you can find on a map. 

It’ll be a different kingdom. 

The kingdom of God isn’t restricted to a certain place but is wherever his reign and rule is. 

So, it’s perhaps not all that surprising when the temple in Jerusalem was destroyed in AD70. 

 

Sometimes, it’s alleged that this passage is antisemitic or it’s used anti-Semitically. 

Which, of course, mustn’t be the case and doesn’t need to be because Jews are very much 

included in the kingdom… if they accept Jesus, just like everyone else. 

It’s just that Jesus’ kingdom simply isn’t restricted to basically one nation any longer. 

Jesus directed his disciples to take the gospel to all nations, starting with Judea and Samaria 

and extending to the very ends of the earth. 

Entry to Jesus’ kingdom is based on belief in the Messiah, just as it has always been, but it’s 

not limited to the nation of Israel. 

 

What about the people who don’t produce fruit? 

In verse 44, Jesus picks up on the stone imagery that’s used in Isaiah 8:14-15. 

The very same stone that’s the cornerstone is also the stone that people will be broken to 

pieces on. 

Jesus saves, but he also crushes. 

He’s either the great saviour who sets the direction of your life or his holiness will restrict and 

condemn you as you experience his righteous judgment. 
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We see the answer to that in verse 44: 

Matthew 21:44 NIV11  44 Anyone who falls on this stone will be broken to pieces; 

anyone on whom it falls will be crushed.” 

 

What you do with Jesus matters. 

You must either accept him or reject him. 

There’s no sitting on the fence. 

 

If you’re a Christian, then you will bear fruit. 

In John 15, Jesus describes himself as the vine. 

He says that you’ve got to be connected to him to produce fruit. 

If you are connected to Jesus, then you will bear fruit.6 

John 15:5 NIV11  5 “I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in 

you, you will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. 

How do you connect to Jesus? 

By repenting and believing. 

 

How do you know you’re a disciple of Jesus? 

Then you’ll exhibit the fruit of repentance in your life. 

You’ll be growing in the fruit of the Spirit that we read about in Galatians 5:22-23. 

Jesus acted decisively against the priests, elders and pharisees and took the kingdom from 

them because they weren’t producing this fruit. 

 

You can’t rely on the fact that you grew up in a Christian family. 

Please don’t have the expectation that Jesus should be impressed because you get up on a 

Sunday morning and come to church. 

It’s not enough to have gone to a Christian school. 

You might even know all the right answers, but if there’s no fruit in your life then you know 

that you aren’t really saved. 

These are words of warning to you.  

You can’t trust on that to get into heaven, you can only trust in Jesus’ death for you. 

 

Being told that made many of those listening to Jesus mad. 
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When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard what Jesus was saying, they knew he was 

talking about them. 

Even though he was talking in parables, it was clear to them because their own consciences 

told them that they were his targets. 

The pious and righteous-looking religious leaders and the pharisees as well. 

 

The time for collecting evidence was well-and-truly over, as far as they were concerned. 

Jesus is pretty much making a self-fulfilling prophecy here. 

They don’t listen to the warning, but look for a way to obliterate him instead. 

They were looking for a way to arrest Jesus and bring him into custody. 

They know it’d be an uphill battle since the crowds were on Jesus’ side – recognising him as 

a prophet – but that’s what they’re now actively aiming for. 

 

Jesus will act decisively. 

As the one who’s been rejected, he’ll be the one who will be the cornerstone of a new 

kingdom. 

Conclusion 

John Donne famously wrote: 

“And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; It tolls for thee.” 

When we hear a passage like this, we might be tempted to apply it to someone else. 

Let’s ask the hard questions of ourselves. 

What kind of tenant are you? 

Regardless of whether you think that you’re a Christian or not, I think that the question is the 

same. 

Don’t be deceived. 

Are you the kind of tenant that’s producing good fruit or the kind of tenant that’s failing to 

produce good fruit? 

Jesus’ warning is that your answer to this matters. 

As we thank him for his patience with us, may we all respond to his grace.

 
1 We need to be careful about how far we push the analogy of a parable.  It would be too much to suggest that 
the landowner was being negligent by sending more servants. 
2 Jeremiah 20:1-2 
3 1 Kings 18:4 
4 2 Chronicles 24:21–22 
5 Hebrews 13:11-12 
6 John 15:8 
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Discussion Questions 

1. Who was this parable told to? 

2. What is the landowner’s role in the parable? 

3. Allegorical interpretations (you might need to look this up) of the Bible are usually a “last 

resort” because they can be used to make the Bible say things God didn’t intend.  Why 

should we understand this parable allegorically? 

4. Why does the landowner send two delegations of servants and then his son, rather than 

just sending soldiers? 

5. What’s the significance of “their” answer in verse 41? 

6. Why does Jesus change metaphors in verse 42? 

7. What is the significance of the singular ‘people’ in verse 43?  What implications does this 

have for our theology? 

8. How does his listeners’ response verify what Jesus has said? 

9. This parable was told to the leaders of the nation of Israel before Jesus went to the 

cross.  As (mostly gentile) Christians on this side of the cross, we’re not in the same 

situation.  How should we rightly apply this passage to ourselves (and why)? 


