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Matthew 21:18-22:14  “The Judgment of Fruitless Leaders”  August 9, 2015  

Isaiah 4:2-5:7 

Psalm 80 

 

Isaiah sings a song for his beloved –  

 a love song regarding his vineyard. 

Vineyards are very different from gardens. 

 You can plant a garden today and have produce a few weeks later. 

Vineyards, on the other hand, take a lot of time and work. 

 It takes at least 3-4 years before a vineyard will produce sufficient grapes for winemaking 

  and the effort that must be expended in those first several years  

   has no payment. 

 

Israel was the vineyard of the LORD. 

 The LORD cleared the ground, 

  planted his vineyard with choice vines, and tended it carefully. 

 He even built a watchtower in the midst and hewed out a wine vat. 

 He was prepared for a bountiful harvest! 

 

But instead of grapes it yielded ‘wild grapes.’  

 To our ears ‘wild grapes’ doesn’t sound too bad. 

 We might better translate it “sour grapes” – or “stinking grapes.” 

 

The vineyard has failed to produce good fruit, 

 and so God will hand over the vineyard to be trampled and returned to wasteland. 

 

Psalm 80 tells the same story: 

 God took a vine from Egypt – drove out the nations – and planted the vine in the Land. 

The vine grew from the Sea (the Mediterranean) to the River (the Euphrates), 

 and yet now God has allowed the nations to ravage his vine and pluck its fruit. 

And so the Psalmist prays that God will raise up the Son of Man 

 who will restore the vineyard and tend its fruit. 

Psalm 80 is longing for the coming of Jesus – 

 and we who believe in him continue to cry out to God, 

  “Restore us, O LORD God of Hosts! Let your face shine, that we may be saved!” 

 

Sing Psalm 80 

Read Matthew 21:18-22:14 

 

Did you hear the difference between Isaiah and Matthew? 

 In Isaiah 5 and in Psalm 80 the vineyard comes under God’s judgment. 

 In Matthew 21 the vineyard does not. 

Here, Jesus curses a fig tree and it withers. 

 But Jesus does not curse the vineyard, 

  he condemns the son who refused to work in the vineyard (verses 28-32) 

  and he condemns the tenants who killed the faithful son (verses 33-44). 
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Jesus does not condemn “Israel” – but Israel’s leaders! 

 The vineyard remains to produce fruit – 

  if only someone can be found to tend it! 

 

 Jesus does not teach that Israel will be replaced by the Gentiles. 

This is not “replacement theology.” 

  This is resurrection theology. 

 Certainly Israel’s leaders will be replaced. 

  In his resurrection, Jesus becomes the prophet, priest, and king –  

the Son of David, the great High Priest, and the Prophet greater than Moses – 

 and so the chief priests, the Pharisees, and the Sadducees  

  will be dispossessed, 

 and unless they repent and believe in Jesus, 

  they will be cast into outer darkness. 

 And certainly the Gentiles will be welcomed into the people of God – 

  the true Israel – so that they might become heirs of Abraham by faith – 

   just like Jews may be heirs of Abraham by faith. 

 

Jon and Blair have showed us over the last three weeks that the last will be first and the first last. 

 What does it mean to follow Jesus? 

  For the rich young man at the end of chapter 19,  

   it meant that he had to get rid of everything  

that was in the way of his allegiance to Jesus –  

he had to sell all his possessions. 

 But there is no room for pride – 

  you cannot say, “we have left everything and followed you” with a cocky tone – 

  because the thief on the cross (the last-minute convert)  

will inherit the same glory as Peter, James, and John! 

  Following Jesus means going in the way of the cross – 

   the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, 

    and to give his life as a ransom for many. 

 

Last week we saw how Jesus entered Jerusalem as the Son of David –  

 the returning King coming to his city. 

And when he came, he entered the temple and drove out the money-changers, 

 but he welcomed the blind and lame, and he healed them. 

In today’s passage, he builds on this theme of the first being last, and the last first. 

 

1. A Fruitless Tree Withered: Do You Have the Faith to Curse Fig Trees? (21:18-22) 

Jesus has spent the night in Bethany, around two miles outside the city. 

 Jerusalem would have been full of pilgrims,  

so it was common for people to stay with friends in the villages outside Jerusalem 

 Bethany was the home of Lazarus and his sisters, Mary and Martha, 

  so it would make sense for Jesus to stay there. 
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18 
In the morning, as he was returning to the city, he became hungry. 

19 
And seeing a fig tree by 

the wayside, he went to it and found nothing on it but only leaves. And he said to it, “May no 

fruit ever come from you again!”  

 

This seems a little odd. 

 After all, it is springtime. 

 Figs are a summer fruit. 

  Jesus is no idiot. 

  He knows before he walks up to the tree that there will be no fruit. 

  

So why does Jesus curse the fig tree? 

 Hosea 9:10 says, 

  “Like grapes in the wilderness, I found Israel. 

  Like the first fruit on the fig tree in its first season, I saw your fathers…” 

 But then Israel turned to idolatry and wickedness, and so God says, 

  “Ephraim is stricken; their root is dried up; they shall bear no fruit.” (9:15) 

 

 Micah 7:1 says “Woe is me!  

For I have become as when the summer fruit has been gathered,  

as when the grapes have been gleaned:  

there is no cluster to eat, no first-ripe fig that my soul desires.  

The godly has perished from the earth,  

and there is no one upright among mankind.”  

 

Jesus curses the fig tree for the same reason that he cleansed the temple: 

 he is claiming to be the Son of Man (from Psalm 80) – 

 he is the King who has come to pass judgment on Israel and Israel’s leaders. 

 

And the fig tree withered at once. 

 

In Mark’s gospel we hear that the fig tree had withered by the next day. 

 Here Matthew tells us that the fig tree withered at once. 

 As we have seen throughout Matthew’s gospel, 

  the gospel writers are not giving a word-for-word, blow-by-blow narrative. 

 They are telling the story of Jesus  

in the same way that other ancient historians told their stories. 

  

 We believe that scripture is inerrant – but we get our doctrine of inerrancy from scripture, 

  so if the gospel-writers are flexible in their wording and timing, 

  then we shouldn’t worry about wording and timing! 

 In other words, Jesus cursed the fig tree and it withered. 

 And he talked about it with his disciples – saying something like this… 

  Whether the conversation happened on Monday or Tuesday doesn’t matter! 

 

The point is that: 
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20 
When the disciples saw it, they marveled, saying, “How did the fig tree wither at once?” 

21 
And 

Jesus answered them, “Truly, I say to you, if you have faith and do not doubt, you will not only 

do what has been done to the fig tree, but even if you say to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and 

thrown into the sea,’ it will happen. 
22 

And whatever you ask in prayer, you will receive, if you 

have faith.” 

 

In Matthew 17:20 Jesus made a similar statement about moving mountains by faith. 

 Symbolic actions may be important at times, 

  but we should not lose sight of the point: 

   Jesus has just cursed the fig tree (which represents Israel – 

    and especially Israel’s leaders). 

  Jesus is saying to his disciples that they will do the same thing that he is. 

 

 They will curse fig trees! 

 

 For example, in Acts 13:6 Paul and Barnabas came across a Jewish false prophet, 

  known as Elymas the magician, on the island of Cyprus. 

 When Elymas sought to turn the proconsul, Sergius Paulus, away from the faith, 

  Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to him, 

  “You son of the devil, you enemy of all righteousness, full of deceit and villany, 

   will you not stop making crooked the straight paths of the Lord? 

  And now, behold, the hand of the Lord is upon you,  

and you will be blind and unable to see the sun for a time.’ (v10-11) 

 

 “Then the proconsul believed, when he saw what had occurred,  

for he was astonished at the teaching of the Lord.” (v13) 

 

 Paul believed the word of Jesus, 

and cursed a religious leader who opposed the word of the Lord, 

   thus fulfilling what Jesus had said. 

 

In the same way, we should be willing to pray against religious leaders who oppose Jesus. 

 

2. Fruitless Leaders Unmasked – the Wisdom of Jesus (21:23-46) 

 a. Background: The Baptism of John and the Authority of Jesus (v23-27) 

 

The focus on fruitless leaders becomes clear  

as we look at Jesus’ teaching against the Pharisees and chief priests in verses 23-46. 

 

It starts with the question of who gave Jesus the authority to give orders in the temple. 

 After all, God gave the priests authority to guard and protect the temple. 

  Jesus shows up riding into Jerusalem like a king, 

   interfering with the business of the temple, 

   and refusing to silence his young supporters. 

 In other words, Jesus is openly challenging the God-ordained leadership of the temple. 

 Just who do you think you are, Jesus? 
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23 

And when he entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people came up to him 

as he was teaching, and said, “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you 

this authority?”  

 

 Jesus replies: 

 
24 

Jesus answered them, “I also will ask you one question, and if you tell me the answer, then I 

also will tell you by what authority I do these things. 
25 

The baptism of John, from where did it 

come? From heaven or from man?”  

 

 This is brilliant. 

 Jesus has come to restore the true worship of God in the temple. 

 He has come to establish the righteousness of the Kingdom of God. 

  But he has no desire to throw such pearls of truth before swine – 

   and so he answers them with a question. 

  

And they discussed it among themselves, saying, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say to us, 

‘Why then did you not believe him?’ 
26 

But if we say, ‘From man,’ we are afraid of the crowd, for 

they all hold that John was a prophet.” 
27 

So they answered Jesus, “We do not know.” And he 

said to them, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things. 

 

Jesus knows full well that they did not believe that John was sent from heaven! 

Jesus knows that they are afraid of the crowds 

 If they are true shepherds of Israel, then they will stand up and lead. 

 If they are quacks and charlatans, then they don’t deserve to hear the truth! 

 

I like the way Stanley Hauerwas puts this: 

 “If one needs a standard of truth to insure that Jesus is the Messiah,  

then one ought to worship that standard of truth, not Jesus. 

 There is no place one might go to know with certainty that Jesus is who he says he is. 

 To know that Jesus is the Son of God requires that we take up his cross and follow him. 

 Having taken up the cross, Christians discover they have no fear of the truth, 

  no matter from where it might come.” (p185) 

 

As we’ll hear from Jeremiah tonight – 

 the way that one knows God is by doing righteousness and justice. 

 

And indeed, this is precisely the point that Jesus makes in his first parable: 

 

 b. Who Does the Will of the Father? Two Sons and the Vineyard (v28-32) 
28 

“What do you think? A man had two sons. And he went to the first and said, ‘Son, go and work 

in the vineyard today.’ 
29 

And he answered, ‘I will not,’ but afterward he changed his mind and 

went. 
30 

And he went to the other son and said the same. And he answered, ‘I go, sir,’ but did not 

go. 
31 

Which of the two did the will of his father?” They said, “The first.” Jesus said to them, 

“Truly, I say to you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes go into the kingdom of God before you. 
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32 
For John came to you in the way of righteousness, and you did not believe him, but the tax 

collectors and the prostitutes believed him. And even when you saw it, you did not afterward 

change your minds and believe him. 

 

The chief priests and the elders are the second son – 

 the ones who say “I go, sir” – but do not go. 

  They talk the right talk – but they do not do what God says. 

The tax collectors and prostitutes are the first son – 

 the ones who say “I will not” – but afterwards repent and go. 

   

Be careful! 

 We are in grievous danger of becoming the second son! 

 Most of you grew up in “good Christian homes” –  

and you know how to talk the right talk. 

 Do you believe Jesus? 

 Do you do what Jesus says? 

 

If you start to look down your nose at others because they are sinners! – 

 then you are in grave peril. 

 

Jesus came to call sinners – 

 the gays and the abortion doctors! 

And Jesus didn’t call tax collectors and prostitutes to repentance  

by preaching against tax collectors and prostitution. 

 

You may have noticed that I don’t spend much time  

preaching against same sex marriage and abortion. 

This is the reason why! 

 Did Jesus believe that tax collectors and prostitutes were guilty of sin? 

 Certainly! It was obvious. 

 They already knew that they were “outsiders” – not welcome in the people of God! 

 

So Jesus preached against Pharisees – against the false righteousness and hypocrisy 

 of the religious establishment of his day. 

 

Because Jesus came to save sinners. 

 

The first parable focuses on the two sons and a vineyard. 

The second parable focuses on the son, the tenants, and the vineyard. 

 The description of the vineyard in verse 33 sounds exactly like Isaiah 5: 

 

 c. Who Produces Fruit? The Son, the Tenants, and the Vineyard (v33-44) 
33 

“Hear another parable. There was a master of a house who planted a vineyard and put a fence 

around it and dug a winepress in it and built a tower and leased it to tenants, and went into 

another country. 
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Verses 34-36 describe how God sent the prophets to Israel. 

 

 
34 

When the season for fruit drew near, he sent his servants
[c]

 to the tenants to get his fruit. 
35 

And the tenants took his servants and beat one, killed another, and stoned another. 
36 

Again he 

sent other servants, more than the first. And they did the same to them. 

 

Verses 37-39 then describe the coming of Jesus: 

 

 
37 

Finally he sent his son to them, saying, ‘They will respect my son.’ 
38 

But when the tenants saw 

the son, they said to themselves, ‘This is the heir. Come, let us kill him and have his inheritance.’ 
39 

And they took him and threw him out of the vineyard and killed him. 

 

So Jesus asks the people: 

 

 
40 

When therefore the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those tenants?” 

 

That’s a no-brainer! 

 

 
41 

They said to him, “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.” 

 

I mean seriously, what kind of idiots are these tenants?! 

 They think that if they kill the man’s son, he will let them have the vineyard. 

 That’s crazy! 

 Yeah, that’s crazy. 

 And that is Jesus’ point to the chief priests and elders! 

 

 You are crazy to oppose me. 

 

But then again, this is what the Scriptures had foretold: 

 
42 

Jesus said to them, “Have you never read in the Scriptures: 

“‘The stone that the builders rejected 

    has become the cornerstone;
[d]

 

this was the Lord's doing, 

    and it is marvelous in our eyes’? 

 

Jesus quotes from Psalm 118 – 

 the same Psalm that had been sung as he came into Jerusalem in his triumphal entry. 

Jesus is claiming to be the cornerstone – the rejected stone that becomes the keystone. 

 And in case there was any doubt what Jesus meant by this, he goes on to say: 

 
43 

Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people 

(literally, a “nation” – an “ethnos”) producing its fruits. 

 

Notice again that the vineyard remains intact. 
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 God is not replacing Israel with the Gentiles. 

 Rather, the kingdom of God will be taken away from the Jewish leadership  

  and given to a nation – an ethnos – that will produce its fruits. 

 

The apostles will build on this point throughout their epistles 

 as they speak of the church as a holy people –  

bringing together Jew and Gentile in one new man. 

 There is no longer “Jew and Gentile” – but a third race – a third ‘ethnos.’ 

 

 It is not right to speak of “Messianic Jews” – as though Jew was the fundamental identity. 

  We are Christians – we are “in Christ” – that is our fundamental identity. 

 

And what you do with Jesus is what determines what happens to you. 

 

Jesus is the stone that the builders rejected who has become the cornerstone – 

 and we are being built together in him into a holy temple for the Lord – 

  that’s the image of construction. 

 But the image of the stone in scripture is also an image of destruction. 

 

 
44 

And the one who falls on this stone will be broken to pieces; and when it falls on anyone, it 

will crush him.” 

 

 If you trip and fall over Jesus you will be shattered. 

 And if Jesus falls on you, you will be crushed. 

 

 d. The Response of the Chief Priests and Pharisees (v45-46) 
45 

When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard his parables, they perceived that he was 

speaking about them. 
46 

And although they were seeking to arrest him, they feared the crowds, 

because they held him to be a prophet. 

 

The chief priests and the Pharisees hear these parables 

 and they are not stupid. 

They perceived that he was speaking about them! 

 But they demonstrated once again that they were not faithful tenants in the vineyard – 

  they were wicked tenants who wished to kill the Son of God. 

 

3. How Will You Respond? (22:1-14) 
 

And so Jesus spoke one more parable. 

 But this time it was not really directed at the chief priests and Pharisees. 

 It was directed to ordinarily folk like you. 

 

The religious establishment will not follow Jesus. 

 Will you? 

 

 a. The Invitation Goes Out to Everyone – Many Are Called (v1-10) 
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22 And again Jesus spoke to them in parables, saying, 
2 

“The kingdom of heaven may be 

compared to a king who gave a wedding feast for his son, 
3 

and sent his servants
[f]

 to call those 

who were invited to the wedding feast, but they would not come. 

 

 The historical parallel should be clear: 

  the same prophets who had come to the vineyard are now spoken of again – 

  calling Israel to come to the wedding feast. 

 

 
4 

Again he sent other servants, saying, ‘Tell those who are invited, “See, I have prepared my 

dinner, my oxen and my fat calves have been slaughtered, and everything is ready. Come to the 

wedding feast.”’ 
5 

But they paid no attention and went off, one to his farm, another to his 

business, 
6 

while the rest seized his servants, treated them shamefully, and killed them. 

 

 Again we see Israel’s response – killing the prophets who called them to repentance. 

 

 
7 

The king was angry, and he sent his troops and destroyed those murderers and burned their 

city. 

 

 This is a very clear warning that Jesus is going to destroy Jerusalem! 

  (It happened in 70 AD – a generation after the crucifixion of Jesus) 

 

 
8 

Then he said to his servants, ‘The wedding feast is ready, but those invited were not worthy. 
9 

Go therefore to the main roads and invite to the wedding feast as many as you find.’ 
10 

And 

those servants went out into the roads and gathered all whom they found, both bad and good. So 

the wedding hall was filled with guests. 

 

 This is the task of the apostles –  

and of all pastors and evangelists who preach the good news. 

 Go therefore to the main roads and invite to the wedding feast as many as you find. 

 

 Notice that the servants are charged with inviting “as many as you find” – 

  bad as well as good. 

 

 The call to the wedding feast goes out to everyone. 

 And the servants of Christ are to bring in the bad as well as the good. 

 Some churches seem to think that you have to become good  

before you can join the church. 

 Jesus says no, everyone is invited! 

You just have to come. 

 

But once you come, you must change! 

 We have to make sure that we get things in the right order. 

  You do not have to be good in order to become a Christian. 

  It’s exactly the other way! 

  You have to become a Christian in order to become good! 
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 After all, Jesus will say at the end of Matthew’s gospel: 

 Make disciples of all nations, 

  baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 

  and teaching them to observe all that I have commanded. 

 

 Jesus doesn’t say, “teach them to observe all that I have commanded”  

  and then you can baptize them. 

 

 No, he says baptize them – make them part of my nation – 

  invite them to the wedding feast. 

 

And then teach them to observe all that I have commanded you. 

 

Notice the sequel in verses 11-12 

 

 b. But You Must Wear a Wedding Garment! Few Are Chosen (v11-14) 
11 

“But when the king came in to look at the guests, he saw there a man who had no wedding 

garment. 
12 

And he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding garment?’ 

And he was speechless. 

 

What is this wedding garment? 

 Some have wanted to say that this refers to the imputed righteousness of Christ, 

  but there is nothing in the passage that points in that direction. 

 Certainly the imputed righteousness of Christ is necessary! 

  We need to have the righteousness of Christ imputed to us in our justification – 

   but Matthew is saying something else here. 

 Indeed, John, in Revelation 19:8, seems to comment on this verse, 

  when he identifies the white garments as “the righteous deeds of the saints.” 

 

 If you look at Jewish wedding customs of the time, 

  there was no special “wedding garment” – 

  people would just come wearing decent, clean, white clothes. 

  

 This man did not bother to change his clothes and came to the wedding 

  wearing his filthy work garments. 

  

 Would you go to the wedding of the king’s son wearing filthy garments? 

 In the same way, if you live your whole life pursuing your own selfish pleasure 

  and you never deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow Jesus, 

   then it will not go well with you at the wedding supper of the Lamb! 

Jesus has just been telling us that God will give the vineyard  

to tenants who will give him the fruits in their seasons. 

 

If you respond to the call of Jesus by coming to him in faith, 

 then you need to bear fruit in doing what he says. 
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13 

Then the king said to the attendants, ‘Bind him hand and foot and cast him into the outer 

darkness. In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’ 
14 

For many are called, but 

few are chosen.” 

 

The point of the “outer darkness” is that these people had once seen the light. 

 Think of the Pharisees – who were outwardly faithful Jews! 

 They had lots of “good works” piled up in heaps upon heaps  

until they stank to high heaven! 

 Because they didn’t love God – and they didn’t love one another. 

 They trusted in their own righteousness – not the righteousness of Jesus. 

 

Jesus had said earlier in Matthew 8:11-12 –  

“Many will come from east and west and recline at table  

with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven,  

while the sons of the kingdom will be thrown into the outer darkness.  

In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” 

 

Let that sink in: 

 “the sons of the kingdom will be thrown into the outer darkness.” 

 

 I know that’s scary! 

 Jesus warns us that it’s not enough to be “called” – to be “invited” to the feast. 

 

 Faith without works is dead. 

 If you say that you believe in Jesus, but you don’t do what Jesus says, 

  then Jesus says, “many are called, but few are chosen.” 

 

The word “chosen” is the word “eklektos” – which can also be translated “elect.” 

 The elect – the “chosen” – will show themselves elect by their works. 

 And that’s why John says in John 19:8, 

  “fine linen is the righteous deeds of the saints.” 

 Now, it’s worth pointing out that John also says, 

  “It was granted her to clothe herself with fine linen, bright and pure.” 

 

 All of our righteous deeds are gifts to us from God. 

 All of salvation is by grace. 

  We are justified by grace – we are also sanctified by grace. 

  The whole of salvation is by grace – from first to last! 

 

 As Paul says in Ephesians 2:8-10, 

 “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.  

For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works,  

which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.” 

 


