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13”Then the owner of the vineyard said, “What shall I do? I will send my son, whom I love;

perhaps they will respect him. 14But when the tenants saw him, they talked the matter over.

‘This is the heir,’ they said. ‘Let’s kill him, and the inheritance will be ours.’ 15So they

threw him out of the vineyard and killed him.”

16When the people heard this, they said, “May this never be!” 17Jesus looked directly at them

and asked, “Then what is the meaning of that which is written: “’The stone the builders

rejected has become the capstone’?”

Dear Friends in Jesus,

With privilege comes responsibility.  With great privilege comes great responsibility.  We expect our leading people in government and in business and in the sports world to live responsible lives.  They are examples.  They are looked up to.  So we say, “With privilege comes responsibility.”

But there’s a problem.  Often the enjoyment of privilege and power and prestige is intoxicating.  The one who enjoys great privilege begins to see himself as entitled.  As having a right to certain pleasures and perks that he deserves now that he is a star.  Tiger Woods admitted feeling this way in a recent press conference.  Such a sense of having a right to certain things leads to a reckless lifestyle.  So we see the lives of the privileged often spinning out of control and sometimes even crashing in destruction.

But what about us?  Do you consider yourself a person of great privilege?  You are the people of God?  Christians?  Well the same rule applies.  With privilege comes responsibility.  Jesus teaches that in our text today.  It’s a sad story.  Not of responsibility, but of careless and reckless living.  And it calls for each of us to ask the question,

Am I producing the fruit of God’s praise?

Jesus tells a story.  It’s a story of a man who plants a vineyard and arranges to have tenant farmers come there to live and work and produce the fruit.  This picture was familiar to God’s people.
Isaiah wrote centuries before Jesus came, “The vineyard of the Lord Almighty is the house of Israel, and the men of Judah are the garden of his delight” (Isaiah 5:7).  This vineyard, planted by a man and then rented to farmers is a picture of the Old Testament chosen people Israel.  God carved out a piece of real estate known as Canaan or the Promised Land.  He selected one people, one nation, Israel, to inhabit that rich land and simply asked that they honor him as the true God that he is. The land was a rich place. It produced abundant crops and prosperity.  God’s people were special and blessed by him above all other peoples.
But there was one problem.  The farmers didn’t pay the rent.  What I mean is that the chosen people

of Israel did not give God the honor that is rightly his.  They stopped going to church. They stopped listening to his Word.  They began to think that the prosperity was all a result of their own hard work and ingenuity.  As they pleased they worshiped false gods and sometimes included the true God in the ritual.  When he sent servants to rebuke them for their sin and unfaithfulness, they rejected those prophets.  They scoffed at them, beat them, imprisoned them, and killed them.  Men like Isaiah, Jeremiah, Zechariah.

But here’s the baffling detail.  The owner says, “What shall I do?  I will send my son, whom I love; perhaps they will respect him.”  As we hear it we wince at the thought.  This is the heavenly Father looking at his only-begotten Son and saying, “I’ll send him.”  Why would he do that?  After these hateful tenants have rejected and abused each servant.  Why send them your Son?  Maybe he will send him with armed guards.  No, he sends him alone.  

And there’s only one reason he sent his Son.  He loved those farmers and he wanted them to simply respond to his love in kind.  He thought, “I will send the greatest expression of my love and care that I can send, my one and only Son.”
Well, maybe he’s right.  Maybe the tenants will be awed by the appearance of his Son.  Maybe he will serve as a reminder of his gracious father who loved these farmers and gave them this privilege to inhabit his vineyard.  Perhaps his coming will put all things back in order again between the owner and his farmers.

But look what happens!  His coming does not win the tenant farmers.  Instead it arouses in their minds and hearts a most evil plot.  “Let’s kill him, and the inheritance will be ours.”  How foolish! Do they think that the owner will just give them the vineyard if they kill his son?   It doesn’t make sense!   But that’s sin.  That’s wickedness.  That’s godlessness.  It doesn’t make sense.  What a terrible tragedy.  And that’s exactly what they did.  “They threw him out of the vineyard and killed him.”
My dear friends, you know what this story of Jesus is about, don’t you.  Jesus told it in the temple courts on Tuesday of Holy Week.  The religious leaders, into whose eyes he looked as he uttered the details, were already plotting his arrest and death.  He is the son in the parable and they are the wicked farmers.  They had it all, but they rejected the God who gave it.  When he finished the parable the people said, “May this never be!”  It sounds awful that this son should be killed by the wicked tenants.  Of course, in the background are the chief priests and teachers knew it was already true about them.  This parable did not fly over their heads.  They actually understood it.  But their hatred of him was so vicious that they stuck right to this script to the very end.

What does this say to you and me?  As we near Holy Week and Easter and the greatest celebration of our Savior’s redeeming work?  The high point of the church year?  Doesn’t this serve as a check for us in this season of Lent?  As a check on our attitudes toward God?   And our relationship with his Son?
You see, there’s a new detail, highlighted by Paul in the Second Lesson (Ro. 11) today.  You see, in God’s New Testament church we are the farmers.  We are the privileged ones.  We’ve been grafted in and the dead branches of his former chosen people have been cut away.  There’s warning in this for us!  “Don’t boast.  Don’t be arrogant.  Be afraid.”  Stand in awe the way those farmers should have when the son showed up in the vineyard.  This is a warning to you and me in this season of preparation.  
Look at where God is and where his Son is in our lives.  Because our sins weary God, as Isaiah says.  Yet God made us.  He made us as his people to proclaim his praise.  That is God’s ultimate goal for you and me.  So, then, the question:  “Am I producing the fruit of God’s praise?”  We can check our lives and ask that question.  Not just here.  In worship.  But how about our whole lives?  Because that’s where it got away from God’s Old Testament people.  They just stopped in and cast a few sacrifices in God’s direction and then went off and indulged themselves in pagan living.  God calls you and me today and challenges us to check our whole lives.  Are we living as the people formed by God to proclaim his praise?  Are we, as the modern day family tree of God, the vineyard of his delight?  Are we producing the fruit of God’s praise?  
The season begs us to turn to our God in repentance, to turn away from the sins and offenses that pile up in our lives as we pursue whatever else instead of God.  Draw near again to the cross and recall how great our God is, how great his love in his Son, how boundless his divine mercy.  
My dear friends, we are the people of great privilege today.  We have the forgiveness of sins and peace with God through his Son.  We have the joy of new life and salvation in Christ’s name.  We have the wonderful gift of God’s Holy Spirit.  We have the Word and sacraments to nourish our faith and enliven us to live for him on the way that leads to the glory that awaits us, thanks to his Son, Jesus.
Yes, the challenge to you and me is to produce the fruit of God’s praise.  May our lives of faith be lives that are built upon the cornerstone that is the Son of God.  God’s people built upon him and living for God and loving and serving him in reverence and awe all our days.  May that be the striving and straining of our living each day.  

Yes, with great privilege comes great responsibility.  May we see the great privilege of God’s love which surrounds us and fills our lives in the coming of his Son.   And may we respond to him with love and devotion that is full and undivided, and that gives him all glory and praise.  Amen.
