LENT 5, C – April 5, 2022
SCRIPTURES – Isaiah 43:16-21; Phil. 3:8-14; Luke 20:9-20; Psalm 3

     Jesus began to tell the people this parable: “A man planted a vineyard and let it out to tenants and went into another country for a long while. When the time came, he sent a servant to the tenants, so that they would give him some of the fruit of the vineyard. But the tenants beat him and sent him away empty-handed. He sent another servant. But they also beat and treated him shamefully, and sent him away empty-handed. And he sent yet a third. This one also they wounded and cast out. Then the owner of the vineyard said, ‘What shall I do? I will send my beloved son; perhaps they will respect him.’ But when the tenants saw him, they said to themselves, ‘This is the heir. Let us kill him, so that the inheritance may be ours.’ And they threw him out of the vineyard and killed him. What then will the owner of the vineyard do to them? He will come and destroy those tenants and give the vineyard to others.” Luke 20
Boy, this is such a harsh parable that Jesus told. He specifically directed it against the scribes and the chief priests, the teachers – the pastors – of God’s people. Why did He tell it? Doing so certainly wasn’t going to make them His friends. It’s no surprise that they wanted to arrest Him immediately. The only reason they didn’t is that they were afraid of the people.
Ah, yes: the people. The Passover was just days away, and Jerusalem was swelling with crowds of people who were coming to celebrate that great remembrance of God’s deliverance of Israel from their slavery in Egypt. In fact, just a day or two before Jesus Himself had come into the city, riding on a donkey. When they saw Him, the crowds “began to rejoice and praise God with a loud voice for all the mighty works that they had seen.” They cried out, “Blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord!” Jesus, the worker of great miracles, was surely coming as their king; coming to deliver all of Israel!
You know, faith in Jesus is easy when He is popular and is doing great things for you. That was true 2,000 years ago in Israel, and it’s true today. Jesus, the movie star… the star player who hits the field goal at the buzzer to win the championship… the doctor who finds a cure for cancer… the religious leader whose preaching of love and tolerance and acceptance of all people brings an end to hatred and bigotry: who wouldn’t love Him? Who wouldn’t boast of having Him as his friend and his leader?
Jesus was not, however, such a man… such a leader and preacher. “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone,” He said of Himself. “Everyone who falls on that stone will be broken to pieces, and when it falls on anyone, it will crush him.” Jesus is a hard stone that breaks and crushes.
He crushes the preaching which says that God rewards the good… that the way to get to heaven is to listen to God and be a good person who obeys Him. This, in essence, was the message of Israel’s teachers in Jesus’ day. The apostle Paul knew that preaching well, for he was not only raised in it; he was trained to be a preacher of it. “If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more,” he writes in Phil. 3. 
“[I was] circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of [Israel’s opponents]; as to righteousness under the law, blameless.”

“There is no better Jew, no better servant of God than me!” Paul boasted.
“But, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I count all [these] things as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith.” 

Compared to what Jesus has done for us, our goodness and the things that we would boast of about ourselves are nothing but stinking, rotting garbage! It’s not only Paul who says this. All of Holy Scripture says this. That you can save yourself… that you can gain God’s approval and heaven by what you do… it’s ridiculous to think this! You and I cannot cleanse ourselves completely from our sins, or save ourselves from the death and hell they bring. Only Jesus, the Son of God, can save us… and He has done so! He has saved you by His sufferings, His death, and His resurrection. But, only faith in Him – the belief that He died for your sins, and that God raised Him to life again because He accepted Jesus’ death as the payment for them – only such faith receives Jesus, and so God’s blessing. This is what Paul came to know from Jesus and so preach about Him. It’s what the entire Bible is all about.

· God says in Isaiah: “I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert” – where there is no water and no glorious works of men – “to give drink to my chosen people, the people whom I formed for myself.” God chose and formed Israel. They did not choose Him and make themselves into His people.

· And David, while fleeing in fear because his life was being threatened, wrote in Ps. 3, “Salvation belongs to the Lord… You, O Lord, are a shield about me, my glory, and the lifter of my head.”
The Lord alone is our glory. The Bible proclaims this again and again. If you hear any preaching that is different from this, reject it. Call it a lie; and the preacher of it, no matter how nice he may be and how well he may preach, reject as an evildoer.
This will not make you friends. You may be called an enemy of God who troubles and depresses people. This is what Jesus was called, and why He was rejected and crucified. He knew this was coming – in just a few days, in fact – and so He told this harsh parable. Judgment wasn’t just coming for Him; it was coming for the people. Those who received Him so joyously on Palm Sunday would have to make a decision: would they stand with Him, or against Him? Would they accept His teaching or reject it? 
Oh, God was patient with them – ridiculously patient, in fact. Would you have sent your beloved son to tenants who beat and threw out several of your servants? That’s ridiculous!... insane! Well, God is insanely patient. But, His patience does have an end. Not many years after Jesus rose from the dead and ascended into heaven His vineyard began being handed over to the Gentiles. They were primarily the ones who responded to the preaching about Jesus and offered to God the fruits of faith in Him. And in 70 A.D. the Roman army invaded Israel. It destroyed their temple, the heart of their faith, and enslaved the nation – the tenants. It was nearly 2,000 years before Israel again became a nation. It’s temple has never been rebuilt.
That’s because Jesus is the true and final temple of God. “The fullness of the Deity dwells in Him,” Holy Scripture says (Col. 2:9). And, although He, too, was destroyed – on the cross, when His body and life were overcome by death – He was “rebuilt” and restored when God raised Him to life again on the third day. And now, this temple of God, this holy Son of God and source of life eternal, is coming to us in mercy. Through the preaching of Jesus’ works, the forgiving of sins in His name, the washing that cleanses with the blood He shed for our forgiveness, and the meal of His very body and blood God is sends Him to us. He comes to forgive every sin and fill with His Holy Spirit, and so form a people for Himself, that they might declare His praise.
Receive Him! Look upon Jesus and boast of Him, and not yourself. Trust in His life and works, and above all His death and resurrection, as your righteousness, your glory. Then, you need not fear, even if thousands set themselves against you and the memory of your own sins oppresses you. You can lay down and sleep in peace, and wake again and greet the day with confidence. For the Lord, who chose you even while in your sins, is at work through what you suffer because you bear His name – and even through the guilt you feel – to turn you away from yourself and from this world’s enticements to form you in Christ. He will sustain you and will bring forth the works that He has prepared for you, to the praise of His holy name! Amen.
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