
The purpose of  this leader’s guide is to be a tool for ABF and Life Group leaders to follow the 
sermon series with their group. Our hope is that this guide will give you a head start for your 
study and will allow your group to respond to what they’ve heard and apply it for life.* 

Why Parables?. In Definition the word parable comes the Greek word ‘parabole,’ which means 
“a placing beside” and therefore is a comparison or an illustration. The gospels of  Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke contain about 30 of  these stories while John’s gospel contains no parables but 
does use figures of  speech. A parable is a story taken from real life (or real life situation) from 
which a moral or spiritual truth is drawn. They are not fables (talking animals/walking trees). 
They are not allegories where every detail has hidden meaning.  They are basically an earthly 
story with a heavenly meaning.  

Parable of  the Tenants 

Context of  this parable.  This parable follows that of  the Two Sons. Remember, Jesus has 
entered Jerusalem and the cross is in view.  This is the final week of  Jesus’ life on earth.  During 
this week, Jesus starts to speak out against the religious leaders; the Pharisees, chief  priests, and 
elders. In this parable Jesus uses the illustration of  a land owner and his vineyard.  In that day, 
landowners would have tenants or sharecroppers who would care for the vineyard.  It was also 
common to have tension and quarrels between the land owner and the sharecroppers (tenants).  
The genius of  this parable is that the listeners would have sympathy for the tenants at first due to 
the fact that most land owners in Israel at that time were foreigners and the tenants or 
sharecroppers would be Jewish. This illustration would have drawn the religious leaders into the 
story, but eventually show them the sin in their hearts.  Jesus makes it clear the meaning of  
various elements of  this parable.  The vineyard is Israel/God’s covenant, the tenants are the 
religious leaders of  Israel, the land owner is God, the fruit is righteousness and advancing God’s 
kingdom, the servants are the prophets, and the son is Jesus.  Even the religious leaders who 
heard the parable caught on pretty fast when usually Jesus had to explain the meaning further. 
The parable gives us God’s view of  His people in three ways:  Their privileges, their 
responsibilities, and their consequences.  In light of  this, it is a parable that teaches us the 
importance of  God’s people bearing fruit for His kingdom. 

Read Matthew 21:33-46 - Explanation and Lesson  
     
1) Privileges (v. 33): The vineyard described in v. 33 is generously provisioned.  It has a wall 
around it, a winepress, and a watchtower.  The wall would be for protection from outside dangers 
(wild animals or raiders).  Each wine-press would consist of  two basins.  One upper and one 
lower connected by a channel.  The grapes would be trodden underfoot in the upper basin, the 
juice then flowing to the lower where the fermentation process would begin.  The tower would 
enable a watchman to survey the vineyard as well as outside the walls for any looming trouble.  It 
is a well protected, provisioned vineyard.  Jesus is making the point that the vineyard (Israel) is a 
privileged possession of  God. Israel was a land of  flowing milk and honey, a prized possession, 
chosen by God for His people so that they could image His glory to the world around them.  God 
said to them, ‘You only have I chosen among all families of  the earth (Amos 3:2).’  Paul also 
speaks of  Israel’s privilege in Romans 9:4-5. And negatively speaks of  it in view of  the Gentiles in 
Ephesians 2:12. Of  all the peoples of  the world, the people of  Israel were with God and had 

Matthew 21:33-46 



hope.  They were recipients in the covenants of  promise and citizens of  the commonwealth of  
Israel.  
We too as the American church can relate to these privileges.  Many have fought and died to earn 
the freedom we have to worship God in this nation. We have our own bibles, worshipping freely 
and meeting whenever we choose to do so. Think of  God’s faithfulness and the legacy of  the 
American church that has brought us to this point.  Just like Israel, we are privileged ‘heirs’ of  
this legacy, but what have we done with it? 

2) Responsibilities (vv.34-35):  
Luke 12:48 says, ‘To whom much is given, much is required.’  Just as the landowner had given 
much to the tenants to produce fruit, those who are given these privileges and opportunities are 
expected to bear much fruit and not squander their resources.  It was important for landowners 
in ancient Palestine to collect rents, even the nominal amounts for the first four less productive 
years in order to establish their rights as owners.  When the servants came to receive the owners 
produce, the tenants resisted.  Their refusal was an attempt to deny his claim of  ownership. They 
wished to keep the vineyard and its produce for themselves.  They assaulted his servants.  
Evidently the tenants had decided they were going to make the vineyard their own.  They refused 
to pay the rents that would have established the owner’s possession of  the land.  In this parable 
the tenants treated the first servants like robbers, trying to deprive them of  what they considered 
already as the land owners.  The second delegation sent received the same treatment. Finally the 
owner sends his son.  So Jesus would have his listeners understand Israel’s handling of  what was 
entrusted to them.  They were taking the fruit of  God’s kingdom and using it for their own ends, 
in form of  power and status.  They intended to keep the ‘fruit’ for themselves, that which was 
rightfully the owners (God’s).  It became ‘their’ vineyard to them. We do not have a clear 
understanding of  what the tenants were thinking when taking the son and killing him.  But Jesus’ 
point is clear enough.  God sent many prophets (servants) to warn Israel’s leaders of  their sin, but 
they did not listen.  He finally sent His son.  Jesus by the way makes his first public claim to be the 
Son of  God in this text.  The leaders of  that day rejected and even killed the Son because their 
hearts desire was to seize the inheritance, making a ‘kingdom’ their own. Unfortunately many 
church leaders today do the same.  They seek to produce their ‘own fruit’ of  power, prestige, and 
recognition, taking advantage of  the privileges given to them; building a kingdom for themselves. 
The church exists to bear ‘God’s fruit’ of  expanding ‘His kingdom.’ We are all RESPONSIBLE 
as the church to bear God’s fruit.  This does not happen automatically, but we must all be led by 
the Spirit, putting our shoulders to the plow in order to bear much fruit for God’s kingdom. 
      
3) Consequences (vv.40-41, 43-44): Jesus warns the leaders of  Israel (through his words and 
their own admission) of  God’s judgement for its faithLESSness.  We must remember however a 
few things about how God deals with His people: 
a) God is patient with us.  One of  the outstanding features of  this parable is the long-suffering 
of  the owner. We must wonder why the owner of  this parable does not destroy the tenants after 
sending the first round of  servants.  So it is throughout the word of  God, that He is long-suffering 
when His people are unfaithful stewards.  Jesus stresses this point about God by telling us of  3 
waves of  people sent, one being His own son, pointing to the owner’s patience. We see this 
throughout the word (Isaiah 65:2, Romans 10:21, Revelation 2:21).  Peter makes this clear in 2 
Peter 3:9, ‘The Lord is not slow about His promise, as some count slowness, but is patient toward 



you, not wishing for any to perish but for all to come to repentance.’  We serve an awesome God 
who is patient with us, willing that all would repent and turn back to Him.  
b) God’s patience has its limits.  Even God’s patience, as great as it is , eventually runs out (v.
41). Jesus’ listeners are exactly right in their answer.  The owner will destroy the wicked tenants, 
and He will get new ones who will bring forth fruit. Lest their be any doubt, Jesus clearly makes 
this point in verse 43. There is a coming day when God’s patience will end and all will give an 
account to Him at the judgement seat. 
c) God will find those who produce His fruit. God eventually will destroy the disobedient 
and fruitless people, take away their right to the vineyard, and give it to others (v.41).  The tenants 
misjudged the owners patience and underestimated His persistence and power in carrying out 
His will. God will find a people that will produce fruit. The church today must not repeat the 
mistakes of  Israel.  Yet in the past, it has.  Look at the churches of  old and the more modern 
churches of  Western Europe and Great Britain.  Even Great Britain, the motherland of  most 
American churches, is filled with empty, decaying churches.  This can happen to the American 
church as well.There is a line that can be crossed (just as the tenants), and woe to us if  we cross it.  
  

Application: The church is God’s vineyard.  Authentic Christianity is fruitful. As God’s 
vineyard, it is our responsibility as the church to produce fruit in it (v. 43). Is the qualitative fruit 
of  holiness in our church present, the fruit of  the Spirit (Galatians 5:22, 23)? Is the quantitative 
fruit of  conversions and impacting our lost culture evident? There is no greater lesson to learn of  
how to bear fruit in light of  the context of  a vineyard than that of  Jesus’ teaching on abiding in 
Him.  Jesus says in John 15:5, ‘I am the vine, you are the branches, he who abides in Me, and I in 
him, he bears much fruit; for apart from me you can do nothing.’ As we abide in Christ (remain 
in vital, living, dependent union with Him), He bears fruit through us.  But Jesus also warns in 
verse 6, ‘If  anyone does not abide in Me, he is thrown away as a branch, and drew up; and they 
gather them, and cast them into the fire, and they are burned.’  Personally and collectively as a 
church, Jesus’ expectation is that His people will bear qualitative and quantitative fruit for His 
Kingdom. This is a characteristic of  those who follow Jesus.  We must bear fruit, not for our own 
end or ambition, not for our own comfort or desire, but for the sake of  God’s kingdom and glory! 

General Reflection:  
1) What does this passage teach us about God? 
2) What does this passage teach us about mankind? 
3) What is a command to obey in this passage?  What has God revealed in your life that needs 
changing?  What truth can be applied to your life about the gospel? 

Personal Reflection/Application  
4) What is the meaning of  each element in the parable: vineyard, tenants, owner, fruit, servants, 
and the son?   



5) Jesus makes a point to describe the details of  the owner’s vineyard.  What point is He trying to 
make to His audience? 
6) What does the resistance of  the tenants to the owner’s servants represent (vv. 35-36)?  Can you 
think of  examples of  this today? 
7) The tenants ultimately reject the owner’s son.  What is Jesus making clear to the audience?  
What is significant about this in our day?  
8) What are the consequences for Israel and the church when they fail to produce God’s fruit?  
Why do you think this has happened to the church in other parts of  the world? What can we do 
as the church in America today to learn from the mistakes of  those before us? What should this 
lead us to do if  we want to bear fruit for God’s kingdom? 
9) Paul tells us in 2 Corinthians 13:5 that we should examine ourselves to see if  we are in the 
faith. He says test yourselves.  With this verse and the parable in mind, how can we know if  we 
are bearing fruit for God’s kingdom and not for our own kingdom?  Other than the fruit of  the 
Spirit, what are some indicators that we are children of  God? What are some indicators that we 
are not children of  God? 

Prayer 
Father, help me to first see that you are the owner of  the vineyard.  That you have been long-
suffering and patient with me.  Let your goodness and mercy be the motivation in my life for me 
to produce fruit for your kingdom.  Reveal in my heart anything in my life that is keeping me 
from abiding in you to bear much fruit.   

*Resources and quotes used for this study guide:  “The parables of  Jesus” by T. Johnson


