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Ambition can be good—desire to achieve a goal through work, focus, and 

determination.  Blind ambition—when you are so mono focused on 

achieving a goal no matter the cost or the consequences—is not good.  

For example, let’s say you’re at Rise Against Hunger meal-packing event 

and you want get more bags done than other teams and won’t let 

anything get in the way, while perhaps forgetting how that behavior 

might affect the people around you. Just sayin’. 

Part of the problem is deciding on the objective of your ambition and then 

considering the means to achieve it and the consequences. 

The tough part is when the means to achieve your goal goes against your 

stated values but you justify it for the objective.  This has been true in 

politics since 1700 years ago when Christianity became the state 

religion of Rome, through the Reformation, and persists to today, 

often under the intent “for the greater good.” 

What is more insidious is when people do get power it can go from “I’ll 

uphold the law” to “I’ll decide what the law means.”   

What is even more insidious is when religion gets entangled with politics to 

further its agenda even if that means sacrificing principles and 

morals. 

The gospel lesson is along those lines.   

Throughout the gospel of Matthew, including last week’s lesson, Jesus and 

the priests, scribes, and Pharisees have been arguing and most often 

were not about religious practices, but about the temple leaders’ 

collusion with exploitative economic and social policies of the Roman 

Empire and the compromises they mase ostensibly “for the sake of 

the nation” but instead at the expense of the people, even while they 
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themselves benefitted. Whether they really believed what they were 

doing was right or necessary or just were saying it, doesn’t matter—

neither the ends nor the means were justified. 

In today’s passage, Jesus tells of a landowner making a vineyard and hiring 

tenants to run it while he then goes out of the country.  At 

harvesttime the landowner sends slaves to collect the produce, but the 

tenants mistreat and kill them.  The landowner sends more slaves and 

the same thing happens.  Then he sends his son, whom he thought 

they would respect, but they kill him, too, somehow thinking they 

could get his inheritance. 

Jesus asks the religious leaders what the landowner will do and they say, 

“He will put those wretches to a miserable death, and lease the 

vineyard to other tenants who will give him the produce at the harvest 

time.” 

Once again, the religious leaders have condemned themselves without 

realizing it—yet.  

Jesus then pivots and calls back to Psalm 118 about “the stone that the 

builders rejected has become the cornerstone” and “this was the 

Lord’s doing.”   

Then Jesus tells them “the kingdom of God will be taken away from you 

and given to a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom.” 

Today’s passage concludes with the religious leaders realizing now that the 

parable was about them and they want to arrest Jesus, but, again, 

they fear the crowds “because they regarded him as a prophet.” 

Now if we believe in the parable that the landowner is God and the son is 

Jesus, then the tenants are the religious leaders.  That is, they were, in 
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fact, appointed by God to be in charge; they aren’t barbarians at the 

gate. 

This makes their failure all the more tragic because they have broken the 

landowner's trust—God’s trust. More specifically, they have 

presumptuously staked a claim to that which does not rightfully 

belong to them. They have mistaken their leadership over Israel for 

outright ownership of Israel.  Their responsibility was pointing the 

people to God and following him. 

The parable shows how the temple leaders have been entrusted by God and 

how they have rebelled against God. It also prophesies their violent 

rejection of the Son. The tragedy lies not only in their selfish rebellion 

but in the blindness that rebellion produces.  Note that they do not 

acknowledge Jesus as God’s “Son”, simply that he has claimed to be 

the Son.  

Jesus' opponents get the parable, but they reject its truth. “Yes, we are 

God's tenants, but we are not those tenants; and you are certainly not 

God's Son.” 

For those who are blind to Jesus' transformative ministry as God's will for 

the world, the “Son” will only seem a renegade and blasphemer. In 

other words, the chief priests and elders do not knowingly reject God 

and God's Son. What they do know is that God has appointed them as 

leaders, and that this Jesus has attacked their authority. They cannot 

see—or have lost sight of—what God's will for the world really is. So, 

in their eyes, Jesus' ministry can only be a scandal. 

Of course, it is easy for us to be right there behind Jesus saying, “You tell 

them, Jesus!”  And yet, when we look around at our world today what 
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some religious leaders, Christian leaders, are calling for, throwing 

aside Jesus’ commands for theirs, it doesn’t seem like things are a lot 

different. 

For anyone called by God to a particular ministry—which is namely 

everyone—there is the temptation to claim ownership of that 

ministry, to confuse service with entitlement. In fact, you could say 

those were Jesus’ own temptations in a nutshell.   

For us, the moment a sense of entitlement creeps into “our” ministry is the 

moment we have closed ourselves off to what Jesus is doing in the 

world. In that scenario we no longer serve Jesus; we wall ourselves 

from him. In our blindness we proclaim, “This is the heir; come, let us 

kill him and get his inheritance.” 

Jesus taught that only the Creator owns everything and we, too, are simply 

tenants leasing out the talents God has granted to be used for the 

greater good in the kingdom. 

Let us be ever mindful of that and not be discouraged because of what is 

going on in the world today remembering the words of the Apostle 

Paul from today’s epistle lesson, “but this one thing I do: forgetting 

what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on 

toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ 

Jesus.” 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 

 


