Sermon for Sunday, October 8, 2017
Sermon Texts: 
Isaiah 5: 1-7
Matthew 21: 33-43 (or 33-46)
Philippians 4: 4-9
Sermon Title: 
Hostile Takeover
Sermon Topic: 
What would happen if …?
Sermon Purpose:  To teach us that nothing really belongs to us, and that God may one day decide to “collect the rent” from a people who need to experience God’s grace.
…………………..
Sermon Prayer: Lord, you have called us and we are yours.  You have created us to serve and assist others.  You have guided us to people and situations who need what we have to offer.  By your Holy Spirit, enable us to understand and to share the ministry of your Word, your Will, and your Way.  Amen.
During the 1980’s, some of you may remember that hostile corporate takeovers became a common event in the business world.  In order to take over a company without the owner’s or governing board’s consent, the would-be conqueror had to make what is called a “public tender offer.”  That is an offer to buy stock from the current stockholders at a substantial premium over the current price of the stock.  If enough stockholders accept the offer, the hostile bidder gains a controlling share of the company and assumes ownership without the target firm’s approval.  Because this happened so often, Congress passed several laws at the end of the Reagan era making it increasingly difficult for such acquisitions to succeed.
A first-century takeover
Jesus told a parable describing a first-century hostile takeover of a man’s agricultural business by the very people he trusted to operate it.  Their treachery was eventually overcome, but only after a series of significant losses to the landowner.

In the parable, the vineyard owner rented his land to farmer-tenants.  Then he went on a trip, possibly to check on other business interests or investments.  Of course, he expected a return on his vineyard investment, and the tenants had apparently agreed to give him a portion of their harvest.  So when the time came, the landowner sent some servants to collect the agreed-upon share.

The Gospel Lesson reminds us the tenants beat up and even killed those servants.  The owner tried sending messengers in groups, but with the same results.  Finally, the owner sent his son, thinking the tenants would respect his authority and live up to their end of the bargain.  But the tenants figured since the son was the heir, they should kill him, thinking that then they might somehow gain ownership of the vineyard.  Maybe they were relying on the equivalent of the old adage: “possession is nine-tenths of the law.”
Anyway, they killed the son.

Jesus told this parable to the leaders of the religious establishment, and then he asked them what they thought should happen next.  Their response was like one of those interactive books that allow readers to pick their own ending to the story.  Those listeners, filled with self-righteous indignation after hearing how a property owner was exploited in this evil way, handed down a merciless verdict: The vineyard owner should put the bad tenants to death and give the land to others who would bear the fruit for him.

Then Jesus revealed the story as an indictment of the audience he had before him.  The parable was an metaphor, where the vineyard is the kingdom of God and the tenants are the leaders of Israel – those in Jesus’ time and some from Israel’s earlier history.  (Remember: I used the term “leaders.”  This is not an comment on Israel as a whole.)  The produce the landowner expected to receive was the good works of obedient living, which the leaders refused to do.  The servants in the story represent the prophets God sent to Israel throughout the centuries.  The owner’s son, of course, represents Christ himself, who, as we know, was eventually killed.  So, the conclusion is that the vineyard owner (God) will give the kingdom (Israel) to new tenants who will honor the agreement with the vineyard owner.  I have no doubt that in narrating this incident, Matthew viewed the members of the Christian community as those new tenants.
Listening to the Parable

When we hear about real-life behavior that mimics this parable, we get angry.  When we hear daily news stories about innocent people being beaten and killed and powerful people abusing their positions of authority in selfish gain, we ask, “If God’s intention was to create a good world, why does he allow so much injustice and suffering at the hands of tyrants and bullies?”

If we look closely, the parable suggests an answer:  Regardless of God’s awesome power and ultimate ability to make anyone do anything, he will not violate the free will of those he created.  Without the free will to choose not to love, the gift of voluntary love would be meaningless.  We truly love only those we choose to care about and God wants nothing less than for us to love him.  Like that vineyard owner, God creates an environment for human beings where they can bear fruit with their lives and, more importantly, where they can freely, and without compulsion, even exercise their freedom not to obey him, not to respect those who belong to God, and to ignore God himself.
In the parable, the landowner makes many costly attempts to be reconciled with those who have rejected him.  God does the same.  But, the parable does not suggest how long he will continue do so.

The parable also points out a curious human tendency to think that we “own” something God has provided for us.  I’m not offering another Stewardship cliché, where we insist that nothing truly belongs to us and that we’re only taking care of it for God.  Our lips may stop dripping such clichés when someone comes to take away whatever we think we control, or when something happens to rip it from our grasp, or when God himself asks for it, possibly even without explanation.
Contempt for the landowner
We have to wonder why the tenants hated the landowner so much, why they held so much contempt for the one who had provided them with such a fruitful means to make a living.  If we associate the landowner with God and the tenants as those who have not been reconciled with God, then it is possible to conclude that in the minds of the tenants, either the landowner wasn’t doing anything for them, or he wasn’t providing enough.  Or, maybe some terrible (or evil) thing happened while the landowner was away and they assumed the landowner could have prevented it, but he didn’t.  Since the landowner never explained his apparent failure to intervene on their behalf, and since – quite possibly – he never discussed with the tenants that he was going away to check on other properties and investments, they seemed to be faced with only two choices: (1) bow to the unexplained sovereignty of the landowner, or (2) plan a futile “coup” and take over the vineyard themselves.  

If the landowner represents God, the problem for those who are angry at – or resentful toward – him is that it’s hard to direct that rage in any meaningful way at the One who will not explain himself.  That’s why some focus their hatred on God’s servants.  Discovering that that’s not enough to satiate their hatred of the holy One, they focus their murderous hatred on the Son.  This wasn’t just a first-century reality of self-serving leaders persecuting Christ’s followers after nailing Christ himself to a cross.  This hatred of God, and consequential oppression of those who love him, has gone on for centuries.  It will continue until God finally says, “Enough.”

What a dreadful sound that word will make to the wicked who thought they were actually getting away with something.

Applying the Parable

Like those religious leaders who first heard this parable, we need to be careful - when we hear a passage of scripture – not to think, “The passage couldn’t possibly apply to me.  I’ve heard it a hundred times.  I’m certain of what it means, and it doesn’t have any relevance to me or to my life.”  How much we understand of the scriptures, at any one time, is up to the Holy Spirit, our guide, our counselor, and our teacher.  Jesus once said to his disciples, “I have many things to teach you, but you cannot hear them now.”
  God knows the pace of our maturity, and what levels of understanding we can internalize, … and when.  So it may be that we’ve heard a Bible story hundreds (or thousands) of times, but the Holy Spirit knows when we’re ready to gain a certain level of understanding from the story.
So while the parable has a primarily negative message, we can still see positive applications.

First, we don’t truly own anything we possess.  These things – all of them – belong to God.  He’s given them to us.  He expects us to do something with them.  And, he may take them away without any explanation at any time.  If it happens, will our response be resentment, or a humble bowing of the head that expresses our submission to the sovereign will of God?

Second, we may be one of the servants he sends to collect the rent.  If we’re not treated well, let’s not get into a huff.  Even the Son of God experienced rejection.  That doesn’t mean we stop offering the grace of God.  God will tell us when to stop.  Until then, we should keep going whenever (and wherever) he sends us.

Finally, it may seem that the wicked are getting away with wrongdoing, and we may wonder why God doesn’t intervene.  But the parable reminds us that in the end, God will give the kingdom of God to those willing to produce the fruits of obedience.  Let’s be among that number!

Let us pray:

Heavenly Father, help us to know to whom we belong and to whom truly belongs all that we have.  Guide our hearts and our actions to give God what is truly and ultimately his.  In Jesus’ precious name, we pray.  Amen.
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