
THE TENANTS 
The Blacklist (Part 1) | Matthew 21:33-46 

 
How many of you have seen an episode of the hit television show, THE BLACKLIST? For 
those who may have missed it, the show draws its title from a list of some of the most 
dreadful criminals you can imagine – people of stunning cunning and corruption – you 
are delighted to see finally brought to justice.  
 
The Gospels of the New Testament have their own BLACKLIST of sorts. They paint a 
portrait of a variety of dastardly characters who played significant roles in the most 
heinous murder of all time – the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. This Lenten season, we’re 
going to take a close look at that list of people. Like any good crime-scene drama, we’re 
going to try to figure out why these people did what they did. More importantly, 
however, we’re going to ask ourselves: In what ways are you and I like them?  
 

The Chief Priests & the Pharisees 
 
To begin our investigation, turn with me to the 21st chapter of Matthew’s Gospel, as I 
reflect with you on the narrative we read from verse 33 and following. The scene is  
Monday morning of Holy Week. Jesus is sitting in the Temple Court of Jerusalem, 
surrounded by a crowd of listeners. Among those in the crowed are a group of 
prominent citizens whom the Bible simply calls "the chief priests and the 
Pharisees" (v.45).  The New Testament makes frequent reference to these people, so 
who are they?  And why do they ultimately find their way on to the Blacklist of the 
Easter story?   
 
Preachers often caricature these figures as something between Darth Vader and Lord 
Voldemort. If you met them on the street, however, I doubt you would see them as so 
obviously bad. On the contrary, these people were to the culture of Israel in that time 
what the Medici family was to the culture of Italy during the Renaissance – or the 
Hollywood-to-Washington elite are to American culture in our time. They were a highly 
educated class of cultural leaders whose intellectual and financial resources provided 
much of the flavor and color of popular society. 
 
The secret to their influence lay, in part, in the symbiotic relationship these two groups 
enjoyed.  The chief priests ran the Temple -- the religious establishment of Israel. The 
Pharisees, on the other hand, ran the Sanhedrin -- the political machine of Jerusalem. 
The chief priests depended upon the financial and political resources of the pharisees 
who kept the Temple treasury solvent and gave the edicts of the priests political 
influence. The Pharisees, in turn, depended upon the chief priests to provide the 
religious justification for the laws by which the Pharisees ordered life in Israeli society.  
Both of these groups were served by a group of bureaucrats called the the scribes -- 
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the clerks who recorded religious and civil laws alike, and helped circulate them among 
the people. Do you get these roles and relationships?  
 
OK. So, there was just one major problem with this class of people and, as the saying 
goes, “it went all the way down.” There was something fundamentally wrong about the 
way the chief priests and the Pharisees were coming at life and at him. They would, of 
course, not be very open to hearing about this. But Jesus was determined to help them 
recognize the problem, so he pulls out his favorite trick for by-passing people’s 
psychological defenses. Jesus tells them a story. Let me paraphrase and unpack the 
deep meaning in Matthew 21 verse 33. 
 

The Wonder of Grace Given 
 
“Once upon a time,” says Jesus, “a certain landowner decided to let some tenants use a 
tract of his land, in exchange for a share of the harvest from it.” Quick sidebar: Many in 
Israel depended upon just such a sharecropping arrangement for their livelihood. As 
Jesus tells this story, the chief priests, Pharisees, and others listening would be nodding 
their heads in recognition of this arrangement. But then Jesus adds an unusual twist.  
 
“This landowner,” he continues, “did not give the tenants an undeveloped piece of land 
to cultivate, but a specially prepared one (v.33) It turns out that he'd gone to the 
trouble of planting a lush vineyard on the land so that his tenant farmers would have a 
ready cash crop available to them. And then, he'd painstakingly built a wall all around 
the property, so that the tenants wouldn't have to stay up at night chasing off 
marauding animals or thieves. More than that, this landowner devoted weeks of 
backbreaking labor to dig a winepress into the land, so that benefiting from the harvest 
would be just that much easier for his tenants. And then, as if all of this wasn't enough 
of an unbelievable deal, he'd worked for weeks more to build a watchtower on the land, 
so that instead of having to trudge around the vineyard in the hot sun to survey the 
property, his tenants could supervise it from above as they sat sipping Chardonnay in 
the shade.” I’m embellishing a bit, but are you getting this picture?  
 
By now, Jesus' audience would have been salivating with envy.  Who could imagine 
getting such a deal?  I mean, have YOU ever been treated like that? The closest I can 
come was last winter, when my pastors’ group was looking for a place to hold our 
annual small group gathering. A college fraternity brother of one of our guys offered to 
let us use his vacation home in Montana for the week and we were happy to accept the 
offer. We’d have been thrilled to have access to a simple cabin within driving distance 
of a decent ski area. But when the taxi from the airport took us through the gates of 
something called “The Yellowstone Club,” our jaws began to drop.  
 
We wound our way past palatial homes we later discovered belonged to the likes of 
Justin Timberlake, Bill & Melinda Gates, and Tom & Giselle Brady. The van pulled up in 
front of a vast stone and timber house with breathtaking views of the mountains and 
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personal suites for each of us. What is more, our host had completely stocked the 
refrigerator. He had filled up for us a ceiling height wine cooler. He had covered the 
cost of ski rental equipment, which we needed, because just out our door lay the slopes 
of America’s only completely private ski resort. We saw only about ten other people 
there our first day! Are you getting this picture?! I know what those tenants in Jesus’ 
story would have felt like.  It was a gift of absolutely mind-numbing grace!!! 
 

The Horror of Grace Flouted 
 
Now, picture this.  Suppose a knock comes on the door. It’s an administrative assistant 
from our host’s investment practice.  She’s asking to pick up some files he needs.  Just 
suppose that instead of politely saying -- "Why sure! After all he’s done for us, is there 
anything else we can get for you?" – suppose that my friends and I beat her bloody and 
sent her crawling away. Then, imagine that when the next representative of our 
Benefactor comes to the door, we cut his throat. And then when another emissary 
comes to see what became of the second, we invite him in, knock him down, and while 
he pleads with us for mercy, we beat him to death with some ski boots.  
 
Does the contrast between the original scenario of grace I described and that second 
scenario of wicked selfishness, turn your stomach?  It did also for the people who first 
listened to the equivalent story in a different time. Listen to the words of Jesus: When 
the harvest time approached, [the landowner] sent his servants to the 
tenants to collect his fruit (v.34) -- Mark's version adds “to collect some of his 
fruit.”  [But] the tenants seized his servants… beat one, killed another, and 
stoned a third (v.35).   
 
So the Landowner sent in the SWAT team to kill those wicked fools!  Surely that’s the 
next part of the story, right? The chief priests and the Pharisees listening to Jesus tell 
this story would have rightly expected some justice like that. But, no, Jesus continues: 
Then [the landowner] sent other servants to them, more than the first time, 
and the tenants treated them in the same way (v.36).  Last of all, he -- the 
devasted landowner -- sent his son to them.  Surely, “They will respect my son,” 
he said (v.37).  But when the tenants saw the son, they said to each other, 
“This is the heir. Come, let’s kill him and take his inheritance.” (v.38) So they 
took him and threw him out of the vineyard and killed him. (v.39) 
 
It is hard to imagine wickedness like that, isn’t it?  It reminds me of one of those 
movies where the villain is so heartlessly evil that it inspires in you this righteous rage 
that just can't wait to see him die in the most awful way. You know that feeling.  So 
when Jesus asks – Therefore, when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will 
he do to those tenants? (v.40) -- we want to shout with his whole audience that 
day: He will bring those wretches to a wretched end! (v.41)  Crush the snakes!  
Turn over the vineyard to people who know how good they have it, to those who will at 
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least have the common decency to give the Owner the produce he deserves at harvest 
time!!  Don't you want to say that?! 
 
And if we do -- and who with any moral sense wouldn't? -- we have succeeded in 
condemning ourselves.  You see, Jesus wasn't just spinning fantasy here; he was 
talking history. God had given the magnificent vineyard of Israel to the chief priests and 
the Pharisees. He had endowed them with terrific social and intellectual advantages, 
and called them to be stewards of his land. But they had forgotten where their 
resources came from, and who owned the vineyard. They had come to care more for 
their own comforts and reputations than for the hurting children of God. They covered 
their spiritual hollowness with superficial sacrifices and fine clothes, but Jesus knew 
they were no more than whitewashed sepulchres – clean-looking on the outside but 
dead and decaying within. And when two successive waves of prophets came to tell 
them they were forsaking their calling, they put them to death, just as those miserable 
tenants did the servants of the Landowner. 
 

Are We the Tenants? 
 
“But what does this have to do with you and me?” you ask. “No prophets I know of 
have been killed around here lately,” you say. Well, at the risk of being the first, let me 
ask you to think about this: Who in this county most resembles the chief priests, the 
Pharisees, and the scribes as I first described them today?  Is there another group of 
people within 20 miles of here in possession of more religious knowledge, greater 
intellectual capacity, and higher social advantage? Ask yourself honestly:  Of all the 
people in the Chicago area, who is in a better position to know the will of God and to do 
something about it than this congregation?   
 
Like the leaders of Israel before us, there are two responses we can possibly make to 
that knowledge. The FIRST option is to admit that we've heard the Word of God today, 
and decide to become the kind of tenant that the kind of grace we've received inspires 
us to be.  What if you and I really decided to give the Owner the kind of fruit he 
deserves?  We can you know, and allow me to suggest a couple of ideas.  With the kind 
of talent and connections we have here, we could eradicate poverty and hopelessness 
from the lives of every under-resourced kid in the Roosevelt Road corridor that our 
Resilient initiative serves. If even half of us made up our minds today that giving even 
5% of our income to the Lord's ministries is a more appropriate response to the 
Owner's generosity than the 1-2% custom most of us have slipped into, we could easily 
double the funds we have for Christ's work overnight. 
 
If many of us stopped merely smiling at the babies we baptize and started volunteering 
to teach Sunday School, or serve in our youth program, or begin daily devotions in our 
homes, think how many more kids might grow up with a real faith in Jesus Christ and 
not just a vague sense of morals.  We can start small group Bible studies in our 
communities that become nurture points for dozens of people who need God.  We can 
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use our social networks to invite to our Downers Grove or Oak Brook campus hundreds 
who still don't know how much Christ loves them.  In short, we can be the fully devoted 
stewards this vineyard needs and the grace we’ve been shown inspires.  
 
But, I wouldn't be honest, were I not to tell you that there is SECOND option.  We don't 
have to be faithful stewards.  Instead, we can try to destroy the One who calls us to be 
what we can be. We wouldn’t be the first.  The scriptures say that it was from the 
telling of this story on, that the chief priests and the Pharisees sought to have Jesus 
removed.  And that option's still open to us. We can't literally kill Jesus anymore, but we 
can certainly mute his witness to us if we try.  We can pretend that all of what's been 
said is just the preacher's interpretation and not what the Bible really means.  We can 
choose a different church or no church where we are never really challenged with 
words like this.  We can kill the Spirit of Christ trying to reach our hearts and to redeem 
us from the Blacklist. 
 
But friends, as one chief priest speaking to the Pharisees and scribes I truly love, when 
we meet the Owner's Son gazing at us across the threshold of our hearts today, let's 
not do again what we may have already done too often.  Instead… Let's ask him to 
forgive our past, for the miracle is: He will.  Let's receive him into our hearts, for He'll 
come.  Let's offer to Him the first-fruits of our lives not the left-overs…  For the harvest 
he'll bring as we do, will surpass what we could ever have grown for ourselves.     
 
Please pray with me… 
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