
Matthew 21:33-46vvi 

Jesus said, “Listen to another parable.  There was a landowner who planted 

a vineyard, put a fence around it, dug a wine press in it, and built a 

watchtower.  Then he leased it to tenants and went to another country.  

When the harvest time had come, he sent his slaves to the tenants to collect 

his produce.  But the tenants seized his slaves and beat one, killed another, 

and stoned another.  Again he sent other slaves, more than the first; and 

they treated them in the same way.  Finally he sent his son to them, saying, 

‘They will respect my son.’ But when the tenants saw the son, they said to 

themselves, ‘This is the heir; come, let us kill him and get his inheritance.’ 

So they seized him, threw him out of the vineyard, and killed him.  Now 

when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those tenants?” 

They said to him, “He will put those wretches to a miserable death, and 

lease the vineyard to other tenants who will give him the produce at the 

harvest time.”  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 amazing in our eyes’?  Therefore 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.  The one who falls on this stone will be 

broken to pieces; and it will crush anyone on whom it falls.”  When the chief 

priests and the Pharisees heard his parables, they realized that he was 

speaking about them.  They wanted to arrest him, but they feared the 

crowds, because they regarded him as a prophet. 

 

                                                           
v About Matthew 21:33-46 

The parable of the wicked tenants is rooted in the economic life of Galilee. Landowners were 

often absentee foreigners, resented by the local peasantry. The estate of such a foreigner 

was regarded as ownerless if he died without an heir, and the occupants would then have first 



                                                                                                                                                                                           

claim upon the property. Thus, in the parable when the son arrives, the tenants may assume 

that the father has died and hope to claim the vineyard after killing the son. 

 

Matthew strengthens the allegorical references in the parable. The slaves clearly stand for 

the prophets, for the landowner (Matthew’s metaphor for God in 20:1) sends two groups of 

slaves, reproducing the Jewish distinction between the former and latter prophets. The fate 

of the slaves is that of the prophets. 

 

Matthew puts the condemnation of the wicked tenants into the mouth of the audience, the 

leaders of Israel. The leaders’ faithlessness will result in the removal of the kingdom from 

Israel. Since Israel has not rendered its fruit of right living to God in due season, the kingdom 

will be given to the Gentiles rather than to the chosen people of Israel. 

 

vi Reflection and Response 

Modern parallels to today’s parable abound. The vineyard owner who has poured money and 

care into his vineyard is sorely disappointed. Tenant farmers treat his envoys brutally, killing 

not only his slaves but his son. Today as tenants of the earth, we waste its precious resources. 

We foul its air and pollute its waters. We deify a profit and blithely disregard the ways we 

ruin the planet as a home for future generations. 

 

In the Church today, those who were baptized as infants and grew up with the faith often 

take it for granted. Yet new converts appreciate the rich treasure they have just inherited. 

Their enthusiasm inspires congregations who may have grown tired and blasé. 

 

On the international scene, wealthy countries often enjoy every creature comfort imaginable. 

Yet the moral lives of some of the most pampered people are a pathetic vacuum. 

 

While it would be wrong to idealize less developed nations, it seems safe to say that their 

material impoverishment is often offset by their spiritual riches. The base communities of 

South and Central America have inspired many North Americans with their courage under 

oppression and the strength of their shared convictions. The Buddhists once reproached 

Western society in a question recorded by Thomas Merton: “You are all very fine at building 

hospitals, but where are your contemplatives?” 

 

The logical consequence of such violent and outrageous abuse of God’s gifts would be to turn 



                                                                                                                                                                                           

out the ungrateful tenants and give the vineyard to someone who would appreciate it. Yet 

God does not deal with evil through vengeance or punishment, but through inordinate mercy. 

God’s Son comes to us, over and over, in different disguises, to redeem us again and again. 

 

Perhaps the blessing of today’s readings is to warn us before it is too late. How sad we would 

be to squander our whole lives and then hear the words of Isaiah: “What more was there to 

do for my vineyard that I have not done in it?” (v. 4). Most of us would be hard put to answer. 

 

Quietly consider: Which of God’s gifts to me have I tried to develop fully? Which ones have I 

neglected? 

 


