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BIBLE STUDY on Matthew 21 v 33 – 46
(For group use or adapted for individual use)
Icebreaker  (to warm up)

Think of the first three of Jesus’ parables that come to your mind.  Share the results in the group and see which are the most popular.  Why are these parables particularly memorable?

Looking at the text  (for exploration and understanding)

· This parable comes in the middle of a series of three: ‘The parable of the two sons’, ‘The parable of the tenants’ and ‘The parable of the wedding banquet’.  Were any of these mentioned in the ice-breaker?  These are told in the last week of Jesus’ life, and he is dealing with the Jewish leadership.  Read ch. 21 v 23 – 27 to see what precedes this series of parables and then look at the 3 stories and notice the point Jesus is making in each. 

· The word ‘parable’ means ‘throwing together’ – for comparison.  List all the comparisons that are made here.

· The vineyard was a traditional image of God’s chosen people and the land that he had given them.  Look up Isaiah 5 v 1 – 7, a passage on which this story was probably based.

· v 41 “…he will rent the vineyard to other tenants” – who would Matthew’s first readers have understood these to be?

· You may like to look up Psalm 118 v 22 – 23 for the origin of the quote in v 42.  

· Compare chapter 13 v 10 – 13 with verse 45 of chapter 21.  Why do you think this parable was so easy to understand?

· v 46 – think about what it was about Jesus that was so threatening to the religious leadership.

Applying it to ourselves  (for discussion)

1. Is Jesus still threatening to people?  In what ways do we dumb him down?

2. The Jewish leaders were faced with their history: often, people (like the prophets) were rejected at the time but revered later.  Do we do the same in the church?  Are there people we revere now but whom we would have found very difficult if we had lived at the same time as them?  Can you think of examples?  And are there people now whom Christians find difficult, but who may be revered in decades or centuries to come?  
Again, can you think of examples?

3. Just as the vineyard was a familiar image to represent Israel, are there familiar images that represent the church?  To what extent are these images helpful or unhelpful?

Action  (for thinking about)

Take time, individually, to think of one action or thought or change in attitude that you are going to take away with you.  Then move into prayer.
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Sunday in the lectionary:  Twenty-seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time YEAR A
For use in connection with the gospel for the twenty-seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time. 

This is the last Sunday in Creation Time which runs from 1st September to 4th October and is
the Feast Day of St. Francis of Assisi.

Call to Worship

‘Most High, all-powerful, good Lord, all praise is yours, all glory, all honour, and all blessing.’  Francis of Assisi
Hymn StF 99 ‘All creatures of our God and King’ by St Francis (1182 – 1226) transl. by W Draper (b 1855)

Psalm set for today: Psalm 19 

Opening Prayers

Following the hymn and psalm which both praise God, say thank you for particular blessings you have received yourself this week, and say sorry for things brought to mind that you regret.

Reflection  (Deacon Jen Woodfin, October 2020)
It is that time of year when it becomes increasingly apparent that days are getting shorter, and, of course, nights longer. It makes a difference to the pattern of my days as I can no longer potter in the garden after tea. It is as though we are wrapped into a smaller ball. But, we re-learn a pattern of life that fits with the daylight hours. We live with the contrast of light and dark, of day and night throughout our lives.  The first verses of Psalm 19 speak of God’s glory being proclaimed in the heavens. In the vast distances and myriads of stars we see some of God’s magnificence and greatness. In the brightness of the skies during the day, we see God’s brilliance and power, but also on duller days God’s gentleness and comfort. The stars and the sun can speak to each of us in a different way. When take time to notice, the skies around us are constantly speaking in a voice that takes us deep into our hearts. The amazing thing is that we are given these awe -inspiring sights every day and every night – wherever we are in the world.  Praise God.

Epistle set for today: Philippians 3 v 4b – 14  (keep the place for after the hymn…)
Hymn StF 489 ‘All I once held dear, built my life upon’ by Graham Kendrick  (b 1950) 

To think about

Choose three phrases or sentences in the Philippians passage that particularly strike you today.
Gospel Reading set for today: Matthew 21 v 33 – 46
Hymn StF 277 ‘My song is love unknown’ by Samuel Crossman (c 1624 – 1683)

Reflection  
The passage from Matthew this week contains the second of three ‘parables of controversy’. Jesus is engaging with the religious leaders and all three stories are aimed at them – and they know it. The second story is one of the more multi-layered parables with direct corelations between God and the Landowner, Israel and the Vineyard, the tenants and the religious elite, the Old Testament prophets and the slaves/servants, Jesus and the Landowner’s son.  Jesus is foretelling his own treatment at the hands of the religious establishment and berating the chief priests and pharisees for not listening to the prophets, to God’s son and, ultimately, to God. How does this challenge us today?

Prayers of Intercession and Lord’s Prayer

We pray for our world…  for the church…  for our local community…  for families & friends…

Say the Lord’s Prayer…

Hymn StF 566 ‘Take my life and let it be’ by Frances Ridley Havergal (1836 – 1879) 

Blessing

May the blessing of God: Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, be with us, and with all those whom we love and care for, this day and for evermore. Amen.

EXTRA RESOURCE ON MATTHEW chapters 21 and 22A  

Chapter 21

Verses 1 – 11 
Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem

Jesus rides as the Messiah into the city – but on a colt of a donkey, not a war horse.  Jesus has been preparing his disciples for what is to come and teaching them about the nature of his Messiahship.  Now, the last week of Jesus’ life begins.

Verses 12 – 27 
First indications of the final clash with the religious leaders

Jesus turns over the tables of the money-changers in the Temple and the chief priests and the scribes begin to get angry.
The interlude with the fig-tree is an enacted parable: the plant was a long-standing symbol of the nation of Israel (like the vine) and Jesus is, in effect, declaring the nation of Israel to be barren – with only nominal religion and superficial religious practice.
Jesus is challenged on whose authority he is acting – he avoids answering because arrest might come too early in the week. Instead, he asks his questioners about John – who was accepted by the people as a great prophet. The religious leaders cannot answer without provoking the crowd.

Verses 28 – 46
The first two ‘Parables of Controversy’
The Parable of the Two Sons is a clearcut story in which the religious leaders are criticised for taking no true action in serving God and the Jewish religios.  The vineyard owner (God) asks his two sons to work in the vineyard (Israel).  The first son (representing the leaders of the people) professed to look after the vineyard but, in fact, did not.  The second son (representing those who had repented and received John’s baptism) had looked as though they were not obeying but their lives were being transformed and they were open to the message of Jesus.

Of interest: the door is not yet closed for the religious leaders.

‘(There is) a last chance for Israel, in the goodness of God. If he waited for the (prostitutes) and tax collectors to repent and believe, and they had responded, might the priests not follow suit? The arms of divine mercy are still open.’
‘The Message of Matthew’ by Michael Green

The Parable of the Wicked Servants is also clearcut, but this story is much more multi-layered.  It is quite clear that the religious elite are the tenants, the vineyard is Israel, the servants are the prophets, and the son is Jesus (foretelling his own demise).  It is also quite clear that the tenants have shown no loyalty to the landowner (i.e. God).  God had given Israel their nationhood and their land, he had given them their Temple and their religion, he had given them favour and protection BUT the leaders had treated the people, the prophets, and now John and Jesus, extremely badly and had therefore refused to repay the absolute trust that God had put in them.

Of interest: Jesus draws on well-known Old Testament verses (Psalm 118 v 22 – 23) in verse 42. In verse 43, he alludes to the earlier fig-tree episode and in verse 44, he refers to Isaiah 8 v 14 – 15.
‘(Firstly) in Psalm 118 v 22 it is Israel that is exalted as the stone the builders (the nations) rejected and which has nevertheless become the capstone. Jesus turns that claim upside down. This time it is Israel that does the rejecting: he is the capstone they have refused. Secondly, people would never be able to forget this teaching, for Psalm 118 was sung at all the great festivals.’
‘The Message of Matthew’ by Michael Green

Chapter 22
Verses 1 – 14
The third ‘Parables of Controversy’
The Parable of the Wedding Feast is the third in this short series of parables aimed at the religious leadership. Michael Green says that having accused the leaders of no action (1st parable) and of no loyalty (2nd parable), Jesus addresses them head on and tells them that they have lost their place in the Kingdom of God. They have lost it through their own refusal and their own intransigence. The refusal of the original wedding guests to accept the King’s generous invitation results in an invitation to the feast to all and sundry – here is another hint, in this Jewish Gospel, that the result of the ministry of Jesus will be evangelistic mission to the world.
Of interest (1): Matthew seems to be using the Jewish ‘pesher’ method whereby he interweaves with the story, the application he has seen in his own day. Verse 6 describes what had happened to Christian evangelists in the decades that had intervened between the time of Jesus and the time that the Gospel was written. Verse 7 seems to describe the fall of Jerusalem when it was burned and destroyed by the Romans in 70 AD.
Of interest (2): The unfortunate man who had no wedding clothes seems to have been hard done by. But, commentators agree that not only did the king provide the feast, but also the special festal garments for them to wear. This one man obviously thought his own clothes were good enough and he suffered the consequences.

‘The man who scorned his host’s provision of wedding clothes insulted the host and showed personal complacency. His best was good enough for God! And God says that it is not. The king in the story has the man thrown out. God will do the same to anyone who relies on his own fancied goodness to gain entry into the kingdom.’
‘The Message of Matthew’ by Michael Green

This overview of this chapter (and a bit) draws on the wisdom and knowledge of Dr. Michael Green in his book ‘The Message of Matthew’ published by Inter-Varsity Press in their Bible Speaks Today series 1988 & 2000.

