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30th August 2026   13th after Pentecost     Matt 13 
Fr Chrysostom MacDonnell 
 
1] The summer of 1976 was a hotter and drier for 
longer, even than this summer. I remember it well: I was 
doing my final exams at Bristol University. Part of my 
course in Theology was studying the Old Testament in 
the original Hebrew, and one of the texts we studied 
was the book of the prophet Isaiah, including chapter 
five. 
 
2] ‘Now let me sing to my Well-beloved a song of my 
beloved regarding His vineyard: My Well-beloved has 
a vineyard on a very fruitful hill. He dug it up and 
cleared out its stones, and planted it with the choicest 
vine… So He expected it to bring forth good grapes, but 
it brought forth wild grapes. And now, O inhabitants of 
Jerusalem and men of Judah, judge, please, between 
Me and My vineyard. What more could have been done 
to My vineyard That I have not done in it? …And now, 
please let Me tell you what I will do to My vineyard: I will 
take away its hedge, and it shall be burned; and break 
down its wall, and it shall be trampled down… For the 
vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel, and 
the men of Judah are His pleasant plant.’   [Is 5:1-5,7] 
 
3] This song proceeds as a legal accusation, firstly 
establishing the mutual relationship. Next, the accuser 
sets out how he has fulfilled his obligations and then, 
how the accused has failed to fulfil his. Finally, comes 
an appeal to the court to decide who is at fault here. It 
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is possible that the prophet uttered this parable, 
concerning God and Israel, on the occasion of the 
harvest festival of Sukkoth, the feast of Tabernacles 
(Lev 23:33-43). The song of the vineyard is similar in 
form to a traditional wedding song by the friend of the 
bridegroom, beginning with the praising of the bridal 
couple. But from then on, all turns sour, ending in bitter 
accusations. 
 
4] Through the prophet, the Holy Spirit speaks the 
Divine judgement upon the faithlessness of the people 
in Isaiah’s own day. Yet, beyond that, the book of Isaiah 
looks forward and proclaims the incarnation of Christ. 
And more than that, the prophet’s song of the vineyard 
prefigures today’s gospel, where Christ, fulfilling the 
vision, was now speaking face to face to His own 
people, with very His own vineyard parable, just as we 
heard recorded in the gospel today. 
 
5] Our Lord delivers this parable before the people in 
the temple in Jerusalem. He has made His triumphal 
entry into the holy city; He has staged the cleansing of 
the temple, and is soon to face the Passion. He has 
also been questioned by the chief priests and elders of 
Israel: ‘By what authority are You doing these things? 
And who gave You this authority?’ they ask Him [Matt 
21:23]. But He turns the tables on them, answering the 
leaders of the people with His own question: ‘The 
baptism of John—where was it from? From heaven or 
from men?’  [Matt 21:25] They were unable to answer, 
fearing the people, who held John to be a prophet. 
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Thus the leaders revealed their own spiritual 
incompetence in theological matters, when what 
marked the teaching of Christ was that, as St Marks 
tells us, ‘He taught them as one having authority, and 
not as the scribes.’ [Mk 1:22] 
 
6] Christ’s parable itself, of course, is aimed at those 
same leaders of the people. The parallels must have 
been very obvious to those who heard it: the 
householder is the Lord God; the servants are the 
prophets, like Isaiah; and the tenants are those 
religious leaders of the day, such as Caiaphas. The 
accusations, here, must have struck home. No wonder 
they were to conspire against Him. As St Matthew goes 
onto tell us:  ‘Then the chief priests, the scribes, and 
the elders of the people assembled at the palace of the 
high priest,  who was called Caiaphas, and plotted to 
take Jesus by trickery and kill Him.’ [Matt 26:3-4]   
 
7] This situation, then, was becoming inflammatory, 
even getting personal. But Our Lord is speaking truth 
to power, without fear and without hypocrisy, and full of 
divine authority. It even contains and prophesies  His 
own passion, for He was aware of their plotting: ‘But 
when the vinedressers saw the son, they said among 
themselves, This is the heir. Come, let us kill him and 
seize his inheritance.  [Matt 21:37-38] And we know full 
well who this son is. 
 
8] But even before telling this parable of the Vineyard, 
He had astounded His disciples by performing, what 
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amounted to, a parable in action, rather than in story-
form: He had withered a fig tree that had borne no fruit. 
In His humanity He shared our body, and that body was 
hungry, but He had found only leaves on the tree. Yet 
the illumined eye will perceive, here, that the hunger 
represents God’s seeking judgement, not just on our 
Sin, but also our failure to bear spiritual fruit, worthy of 
repentance, as John the Baptist had pointed out to the 
Pharisees and Sadducees beside, the River Jordan. (cf 
Matt 3:7-8) 
 
9] In Isaiah’s song of the vineyard, the Lord had 
provided everything for old Israel, but they had 
responded with disobedience. But in Christ’s parable 
the final crisis in the biblical story of Israel is brought to 
a head, and the death of the Son will end the Old 
Covenant and inaugurate the New, opening the 
kingdom, even to the gentiles. 
 
10] So much, then, for the bible study, our 
understanding of the sacred text. What happens, 
though, when we apply this parable to ourselves? What 
do we find if we examine our own spiritual lives, endued 
with the grace of God? ‘What more could have been 
done to My vineyard that I have not done in it?’ the Lord 
asks old Israel in the book of Isaiah. And we who are in 
Christ, we, who have found our redemption, who have 
been founded on the Rock, what if we were to neglect, 
now, our striving for salvation? 
 



 5 

11] 'The very stone which the builders rejected,’ says 
Our Lord, quoting the psalmist [Ps 117:22 LXX] ‘Has 
become the head of the corner; this was the Lord's 
doing, and it is marvellous in our eyes?’ Failure to strive 
in our ascetic life; growing lukewarm through sloth (cf 
Apoc 3:16); cowardice in the face of our demonic 
enemy; and worst of all, presumption in our spiritual 
warfare: all of this would be to disparage, to disregard, 
the whole Paschal Mystery that Christ had undergone 
for us ~ a slow betrayal of our faith.  
 
12] ‘Do not begin to say to yourselves, We have 
Abraham as our father, the Forerunner had said to 
Pharisees and Sadducees [Lk 3:8]. But Christ says to 
all, ‘Not everyone who says to Me, Lord, Lord, shall 
enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will 
of My Father in heaven.’ 
 
13]  So let us pay careful attention to what the apostle 
says this morning: ‘Be watchful, stand firm in your faith, 
be courageous, be strong,’ for as we recite together in 
the Creed, He is coming again to judge the living and 
the dead.  Let us hold that knowledge, that 
understanding, within; that same constant awareness. 
The apostle admonishes us in Hebrews, ‘Therefore we 
must give the more earnest heed to the things we have 
heard, lest we drift away… how shall we escape if we 
neglect so great a salvation, which at the first began to 
be spoken by the Lord, and was confirmed to us by 
those who heard Him.’ [Heb 2:1,3] 
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Let us, therefore, be ready, ever rendering to the Lord 
of the Vineyard the spiritual fruits of repentance, 
making the apostle’s prayer our own prayer: Marana-
th! He says in Aramaic: ‘Our Lord, come! The grace of 
the Lord Jesus be with you.’ 
 
 
  
 
    


