The Fruit of the Kingdom's Population

Matthew 21:28-46

Context

Chapter 21 began with Jesus entering Jerusalem as the King, the promised Son of David, the Messiah come to deliver Israel. He curses the fruitless fig tree on His way into Jerusalem the next day, and then cleanses the temple from the religious robber-barons who had set up shop there.

The Pharisees approached Jesus and demanded that He give an account for Himself: by what authority did He do all this in the temple, and who gave Him that authority?

Jesus' response is for them to give an account of themselves: by whose authority did John baptize, man's or God's? Knowing they were indicted by either answer, they said they didn't know. Jesus, in turn, refused to answer their demands.

Today's text is the continuation of Jesus' response to the Pharisees and chief priests. He gives three parables—two of which we'll look at today, the third next week—to teach them about Himself, about the Kingdom, and about themselves.

Repentance and obedience are fruit of the Kingdom (21:28-32)

The parable. The first parable is of a father and his sons, whom he needs to work in the family vineyard. He approaches the first son, asks him to work, and receives an obnoxious and whiny refusal. Later, however, this son changes his mind and goes to work. The father approaches the second son and asks him to work, and he receives an appropriately respectful assent. This son does not go work at all.

Jesus poses the question to the Pharisees: which son obeyed his father? They answer correctly, the one who went and worked.

The interpretation. Jesus rebukes them by saying that "tax collectors and prostitutes" are entering the Kingdom "before" them. John the Baptist came and preached the righteousness of God, but only the tax collectors and prostitutes heard him, believed, and repented. Even when the Jewish leaders saw tax collectors and prostitutes repenting and believing, they still refused to listen to John, and ultimately, to God.

The first son, then, corresponds to helpless, "worthless" (in the minds of the Pharisees, anyway) sinners who had in any number of ways refused to obey God. God had commanded justice and purity, but they lived off of cheating, stealing, and all kinds of immorality. But they repented and believed the gospel. All they had done before was cleansed and forgiven because they repented and believed.

The second son corresponds to the upstanding, moral people who saw no need for repentance and faith because they assumed God's favor was on them. "Why wouldn't God be gracious to me? Look at me, I'm not a bad person—certainly not as bad as those people." They never repent and believe because they see no need to repent and assume they already believe. The second son is the fruitless fig tree: all show and pretense, but no substance.

The application: Obedience and repentance are fruit of the Kingdom.

The parable's message is that obedience and repentance are fruit of the Kingdom. We must keep the Scriptures' balance of the two. John describes it well: "Little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the Righteous One" (1 John 2:1-2).

If we neglect the importance of obedience in order to emphasize God's forgiveness, then we blaspheme the holiness and purity of the One who saved us.

On the other hand, if we demand obedience without the hope of an Advocate with the Father, then we blaspheme the kindness, mercy, and grace of God.

God calls us to obedience. When we read commands in the New Testament, they're not museum pieces to be admired behind the safety of glass enclosures. The wonder of the gospel is that in Christ, we actually want to work and are now able to work; without Jesus, we have no desire nor ability.

God calls all men everywhere to obey Him. If you do not trust Jesus to save you from your sins, then God commands you in these ways:

· "...He commands all people everywhere to repent, because He has fixed a day on which He will judge the world in righteousness by a Man whom He has appointed; and of this He has given assurance by raising Him from the dead" (Acts 17:30b-31).

· "This is the work of God [which you must do]--that you believe in the One whom He has sent" (John 6:29).

The work that God calls you to is actually to stop working and simply believe. Turn away from your sins, turn to Jesus, and trust Him completely. Paul says that the work of being saved is God's work: "For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing, it is the gift of God; not a result of works, so that no one may boast" (Ephesians 2:8-9).

If you are born again, He still calls you to the vineyard:

· God says, "Husbands, love your wives and live with them in an understanding way. Honor them."

· God says, "Wives, submit to your husbands and see that they're respected in everything."

· God says, "Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right."

· God says, "Flee from sexual immorality."

· God says, "Be tenderhearted to one another, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you."

· God says, "Let your speech be seasoned with grace."

· God says, "Whatever you do, in word or deed, do it all to the glory of God."

Paul famously continues in Ephesians 2, "For we are His workmanship [making sinners into saints], created in Christ Jesus [by repenting and believing in Him] for good works, which God has prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them" (Ephesians 2:10).

God determined to save you before you were ever born, and He did so with vineyard work waiting for you to do. Obey your Father.

The beauty of the gospel is that all our former, present, and future disobedience is forgiven through the gift of faith and repentance. "When our Lord and Master, Jesus Christ, said "Repent", He called for the entire life of believers to be one of repentance" (Thesis 1, Martin Luther). Luther likely had in mind the description of Jesus' entry into public ministry: "Now after John was arrested, Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee, proclaiming the gospel of God and saying, 'The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel'" (Mark 1:14-15).

John the Baptist has already preached the content of this parable in Matthew 3.

"But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said to them, 'You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruit in keeping with repentance. And do not presume to say to yourselves, "We have Abraham as our father," for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children for Abraham' ” (Matthew 3:7-9 ESV).

Notice the parallels between John's sermon and Jesus' parable:

· Bear fruit in keeping with repentance → the first son went and worked the vineyard (obedience), demonstrating his change of mind (repentance)

· Do not presume to claim Abraham as father → "I will, sir" means nothing if the son never sets foot in the vineyard

· God is able from these stones to raise up children for Abraham → the lowliest, most unexpected, and most undeserving receive acceptance, adoption, and forgiveness in the Kingdom

This parable is a word of rebuke and judgment against the Pharisees and chief priests, and they recognized it as such (21:44). And yet, this parable is terribly hopeful, both for them and for us.

There is a real tendency in my heart (and I doubt I am alone) that God is far more vindictive than He's willing to admit. Yes, He loves me; yes, He forgives me; but He's still itching to get a few cheap shots in as payback for all the trouble I've been and caused. As soon as something goes wrong or not as planned, I immediately assume God is punishing me for some sin I recently committed.

It's just not true. This is simply not who God is, and it is not the way He treats His people, or even the way He treats those who haven't trusted Him yet.

· "Or do you despise the riches of His kindness, restraint, and patience, not recognizing that God's kindness is intended to lead you to repentance?" (Romans 2:4 HCSB, emphasis added)

· "But do not overlook this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day. The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance" (2 Peter 3:8-9 ESV) 

· “But if a wicked person turns away from all his sins that he has committed and keeps all my statutes and does what is just and right, he shall surely live; he shall not die. None of the transgressions that he has committed shall be remembered against him; for the righteousness that he has done he shall live. Have I any pleasure in the death of the wicked, declares the Lord God, and not rather that he should turn from his way and live? But when a righteous person turns away from his righteousness and does injustice and does the same abominations that the wicked person does, shall he live? None of the righteous deeds that he has done shall be remembered; for the treachery of which he is guilty and the sin he has committed, for them he shall die" (Ezekiel 18:21-24 ESV, emphasis added) 

God delights in repentance, not punishment. God is glorified in both, but His pleasure is in repentance.

Further, there is great hope in this parable because it is open-ended. The tax collectors and prostitutes were entering the Kingdom before the Pharisees and chief priests. They should have been leading the way, but, to their shame, they were not. If they persisted in their rejection of Jesus, they would never enter the Kingdom. But they still had the same opportunity as the first son: although they had refused to obey, there was opportunity yet to repent and be welcomed and rejoiced over by God.

This same opportunity is afforded to us.

If you have been rejecting Jesus, refusing to submit to Him, refusing to repent of your sins and trust in Him, God shows His great kindness to you in giving you yet more time to repent. Change your mind, just like the first son. Do the vineyard work of repenting and believing.

If you do trust Jesus, and some sin has worked you over this week, repent, knowing that "if we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness" (1 John 1:9). "Seek the LORD while He may be found; call to Him while He is near. Let the wicked one abandon his way and the sinful one his thoughts; let him return to the LORD, so He may have compassion on Him, and to our God, for He will freely forgive" (Isaiah 55:6-7).

The Kingdom is a new nation made of fruit-bearing Jews and Gentiles (21:33-46)

The parable. A landowner plants a vineyard and provides for all the necessary features it would need. He hires tenant farmers to work the vineyard. At harvest time, he sends servants to collect the fruit, but the tenant farmers beat them up and even killed some. The landowner sent a larger group of servants, who were treated the same as the first group. Finally, the landowner sends his son, expecting the farmers to respect him. Instead, the farmers plotted the son's murder, threw him out of the vineyard, and killed him.

Jesus asks the Pharisees and chief priests what the landowner will do to the tenant farmers. They answer, again correctly, that the landowner will "completely destroy those terrible men" and replace those farmers with loyal ones who will give him the produce of his vineyard.

The interpretation. With this parable, Jesus takes language from Isaiah 5 and constructs a new—yet strikingly parallel—parable. Isaiah 5 is a parable-song of a vineyard; God is the owner/planter, and Israel/Judah is the vineyard. In both Isaiah and Matthew, the vineyards are given the very best care and provision, as described by the fence, winepress, and watchtower. In Isaiah, the vineyard fails to produce good grapes, in spite of receiving the very best that the Vinedresser could give. The judgment on Isaiah's vineyard is that all those kindnesses and graces will be removed and the vineyard will be left desolate. The connection to Jesus' parable was clearly understood: the wicked tenant farmers are to be judged as fiercely as the vineyard in Isaiah.

In the parable, God is the landowner, Israel is the vineyard, the Old Testament prophets are the servants, and the Pharisees and chief priests (and all who agree with them) are the wicked farmers. God lavished boundless grace on Israel, and in return His prophets were mocked, beaten, and murdered—including stoning. Repeatedly, God showed immense patience by sending more and more prophets, but they were all treated the same. Finally, God sent His Son, who should have been respected and obeyed; instead, He is killed.

When Jesus asks the Jewish leaders what should be done with the farmers, they proudly demonstrate their righteous indignation at such feckless rebellion; in so doing, they pass judgment on themselves (again). Jesus' tactic here is identical to that of Nathan and David in 2 Samuel 12. Nathan tells David a similar parable, David tells what should happen to the worthless scumbag who acted so wickedly, and then Nathan turns David's own pronouncement of judgment back on him: "You are the man." This is exactly what Jesus does here.

The sentence that the Jewish leaders pass on the wicked farmers is exactly what God will do with Israel: "He will put those wretches to a miserable death and let out the vineyard to other tenants who will give Him the fruits in their seasons" (21:41).

This prompts Jesus to quote Psalm 118 to explain the death of the landowner's son and the landowner's response. The murdered Son will be vindicated in a "marvelous" way. The murdered Son of the parable is the rejected cornerstone of Psalm 118. If the "rejection" of the Stone-Son is His murder, then the Lord's "marvelous" "doing" is the resurrection of the Son.

By applying Psalm 118 to Himself, Jesus is foreshadowing His murder and resurrection, which makes Him the object of worship and submission by all who receive Him. In 21:44 He pronounces the final judgment of all who ultimately refuse Him: no one who opposes Jesus will survive, but they will all be brought to a "miserable end" by being crushed to powder by the rejected Stone-Son.

The application: The Kingdom is a new nation made of fruit-bearing Jews and Gentiles.

The point to Jesus' explanation from Psalm 118 is found in 21:43. Because the Jewish leaders refused to submit to God, repent of their sins, and believe in Jesus whom God sent, they would be denied entrance to the Kingdom. Instead, the Kingdom will be given to those who actually bear its fruit.

Again, remember John's sermon to the Pharisees:

"But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said to them, 'You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruit in keeping with repentance. And do not presume to say to yourselves, "We have Abraham as our father," for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children for Abraham. Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat into the barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.' ” Matthew 3:7-12 (ESV)

It is impossible, absurd, and completely unexpected for genuine descendants of a person to come from rocks. It defies all human logic and explanation. And yet, God has made children for Abraham out of stones. John begins his gospel account with these words:

Jesus "came to His own, and His own people did not receive Him. But to all who did receive Him, who believed in His name, He gave the right to become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God" (John 1:11-13).

Everyone who believes, Jew and Gentile alike, makes up this new nation that is given the vineyard.

"As you [believers] come to Him, a living stone rejected by men but in the sight of God chosen and precious, you yourselves like living stones are being built up as a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ...

"But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for His own possession..." (1 Peter 2:4-5,9a).

Those who persist in unbelief and rejection of Jesus are dead branches that are "cut down and thrown into the fire"; "but the chaff [i.e., those who reject Jesus and do not bear Kingdom fruit] he will burn with unquenchable fire."

What does this mean for us? What difference does this make? The reason we should, can, and do bear the Kingdom fruit of repentance and obedience is because God has graciously made us His people! He lavishes the glorious care and kindnesses of His vineyard on us! We repent and obey, not out of coercion or guilt or manipulation, but love for the One who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places—in Christ!

I mentioned earlier that Jesus used Nathan's parable strategy. The responses of David and the Jewish leaders are set in contrast to one another, that we might see the end of each and choose accordingly.

David heard the parable, gave his judgment, heard that he was as guilty as the man in the parable whom he condemned, and David broke. David confessed his sin, repented, and was restored and accepted by God. We have Psalm 51 as a result of David's genuine Kingdom fruit.

The Jewish leaders heard the parable, gave their judgment, realized that the parable was about them, and renewed their efforts to arrest and ultimately murder Jesus. Those who reject the Son are destroyed by His Father.

You have the choice before you: respond like David, or respond like the Pharisees.

It is a great and wonderful privilege to be a subject and servant of the King. We do not deserve it, we have not earned it, and we receive and remain in it only by His grace. There is no room for pride or boasting, except in the Lord who has done it all.

In Romans 11, Paul is writing about the Jews' rejection of Jesus and how that fits with God's promises to Abraham. Paul uses the image of an olive tree to represent God's people. God had taken the nation of Israel as His people: they are the olive tree. However, because the Jews rejected Jesus (the Pharisees were representative of all who did so), their branches were broken off. As a result, Gentiles like us—wild olive trees—could be grafted in to join in the Kingdom.

If the dough offered as firstfruits is holy, so is the whole lump, and if the root is holy, so are the branches. But if some of the branches were broken off, and you, although a wild olive shoot, were grafted in among the others and now share in the nourishing root of the olive tree, do not be arrogant toward the branches. If you are, remember it is not you who support the root, but the root that supports you. Then you will say, “Branches were broken off so that I might be grafted in.” That is true. They were broken off because of their unbelief, but you stand fast through faith. So do not become proud, but fear. For if God did not spare the natural branches, neither will he spare you. Note then the kindness and the severity of God: severity toward those who have fallen, but God’s kindness to you, provided you continue in his kindness. [i.e., bear Kingdom fruit until the end] Otherwise you too will be cut off. And even they, if they do not continue in their unbelief, will be grafted in, for God has the power to graft them in again. [they can turn back and go work in the vineyard, just like the first son] For if you were cut from what is by nature a wild olive tree, and grafted, contrary to nature, into a cultivated olive tree, how much more will these, the natural branches, be grafted back into their own olive tree. (Romans 11:16-24 ESV)

We bear the fruit of the Kingdom because of God's severity and kindness. We should have received His severity, but instead we have received His kindness. We cannot boast as though we deserve the riches of God's goodness and kindness to us; we must not take it for granted at all. All who repent and believe are grafted into the tree of God's people. We are all equally undeserving.

Let us be amazed at what God has done: He has taken rebellious, whiny, obnoxious children and made them into obedient, fruit-bearing subjects of the King.

Let us be diligent to repent and obey out of love and gratitude for God's kindness that He has so richly lavished upon us.

Let us pray and speak the gospel with compassion and urgency because of the dreadful consequences of rejecting Jesus and being thrown out of the vineyard.

Let us celebrate in the Lord's Supper that Jesus received God's severity so that we might receive God's kindness.

