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 Parables 1.5 -- The Parable of the Evil Tenants 
(week of 5/15/2016) 

Text:  Luke 20:1-19 
 

Big Idea:  Our future is determined by how we respond to God 
 

Icebreaker:  When you’re driving, how hard do you work to obey the 
speed limit? 

 

We’ve come to the point in Luke’s gospel where Jesus is in Jerusalem for the last week of his life on earth --     
at the end of the week, he would be crucified.  And so he began pulling out all the stops, making declarations 
about who he was and what he was doing.  And it was not being received well by the religious powers. 

In the Parable of the Tenants, Jesus was confronting the Jewish leaders and their refusal to accept that he was 
sent from God.  They were beginning to make threats against him and his teaching, and in this case challenging 
his right to say or do anything at all.  Jesus first answered that challenge by turning it back against them. 

Then Jesus told the crowd a parable, being sure that the religious leaders heard and understood that he was 
talking specifically about them.   In doing so, Jesus gives us clear understanding of what’s at stake when we 
have to decide what to when God presents himself to us, in the form of his Son.   

 

Our future eternity is determined by:  
 

(1)  How we respond to God’s authority 
Luke 20:1-8  One day as Jesus was teaching the people in the temple courts and proclaiming the good news, the chief 

priests and the teachers of the law, together with the elders, came up to him.  (2)  "Tell us by what authority you are 
doing these things," they said.  "Who gave you this authority?"  (3)  He replied, "I will also ask you a question.  Tell me:    
(4)  John's baptism -- was it from heaven, or of human origin?"  (5)  They discussed it among themselves and said, "If we 
say, 'From heaven,' he will ask, 'Why didn't you believe him?'  (6)  But if we say, 'Of human origin,' all the people will 
stone us, because they are persuaded that John was a prophet."  (7)  So they answered, "We don't know where it was 
from."  (8)  Jesus said, "Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things."       

 

“Tell us by what authority you are doing these things.  Who gave you this authority?”  WHAT things was Jesus 
doing, that they were responding to?  Just before this passage, Luke tells us of two significant events of the 
last couple of days in Jesus’ life:  his “triumphal entry” (Jesus assumed the authority of being the Messiah, or 
the next Jewish king, by his manner of public entry into Jerusalem) and his clearing out the temple (Jesus 
assumed the authority of disrupting the business happening there).  [LEADER -- review Luke 19:29-48 to give 
a very brief summary.]  After the temple clearing, Jesus began a pattern of teaching in the temple during the 
day, and going to a home outside the city at night to rest.  As chapter 20 opens, the priests and teachers 
were trying to stop him by challenging Jesus’ authority to declare himself Messiah or King, and to impose his 
own sense of order and truth on temple life, acting as though he owned the place!   

 

Q:  Have you ever been questioned about authority that was rightfully yours (in your job … as a parent … as 
a teacher ...  etc.)?  If so, what was your reaction and why?  

 

Q:  Why were the Pharisees trying to trap Jesus with their question in 20:2?  [LEADER -- they were part of the 
corruption of the temple.  What Jesus did would have hurt them in at least two ways:  1)  it would lessen the 
perception of their authority in the minds of the people;  2)  it would have cut into their profits from the 
temple sales that Jesus interrupted.]  In your opinion, which of these two results would have hurt and 
angered them the most, and why? 
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 “He replied, "I will also ask you a question.  Tell me:  John's baptism -- was it from heaven, or of human 
origin?" 

Q:  Speculate -- why would Jesus not answer them directly by saying, “Because I’m the Son of God”? 
Two reasons why Jesus would have answered with a question of his own:   
1)  A direct pronouncement of who he fully was would have brought immediate action from the Jewish 

leaders.  Jesus likely would have been charged with blasphemy, taken to trial, and executed.  He knew that 
was going to happen in a few days, but it needed to happen on a PARTICULAR day -- the Day of Atonement.  
So he wasn’t yet ready to “light the fuse” that would explode in that way;   

2)  Jesus often gave the Jewish leaders chances to use their own words to make them look bad (i.e. expose 
their self-righteousness, legalism, and incorrect theology) in the people’s eyes.  He sometimes gave them a 
dilemma to make a decision about.  The word “dilemma” essentially means “a choice with no good option.”  
Their discussion in verses 5-7 shows that they knew there wasn’t a good way for them to answer his 
question.  Their best choice to protect themselves was to not answer at all, so that’s what they did.  And that 
allowed Jesus to not directly answer their question for him. 

  

Q:  Why wouldn’t Jesus care that his words and actions would offend the religious “powers that be”?  
[LEADER -- part of his plan WAS to offend and upset the religious leaders, so that they would be shown to be 
leading the people in the wrong directions, and to prompt their eventual final attacks against him.  There’s 
also the fact that, although he held some things back at certain times, he always told the truth -- and for 
people who don’t LIVE by the truth, that’s a problem.]  [LEADER -- be familiar with these scripture passages 
to show times when Jesus said, or when it’s indicated, that his time hadn’t come yet:  John 2:1-4; 7:1-10;  
7:30; 8:20] 

 

Q:  Our sin nature leads us to rebel against God’s authority.  Where in your life have you seen that to be true? 
 

Q:  Does the thought of accepting and submitting to God’s authority in your life scare you, or put you off, or 
send you running?  With the rewards that come from following God, why would that be? 

 
 

 (2)  How we respond to God’s call 
Luke 20:9-12  He went on to tell the people this parable: "A man planted a vineyard, rented it to some farmers and went 

away for a long time.  (10)  At harvest time he sent a servant to the tenants so they would give him some of the fruit of 
the vineyard.  But the tenants beat him and sent him away empty-handed.  (11)  He sent another servant, but that one 
also they beat and treated shamefully and sent away empty-handed.  (12)  He sent still a third, and they wounded him 
and threw him out.   

 

Earlier in his gospel, Luke has already shown us some of the Jewish history that this parable reminded the 
people of.  [LEADER -- have someone read Luke 11:47-50, and Luke 13:34.]  Jesus was telling the people that 
their own leaders were the same kind of people as those who had killed the prophets God had sent to Israel.  
The fruit God was seeking was the people’s hearts, and therefore the people’s worship and honor, and their 
leaders were taking that worship and honor for themselves.  Bob  Deffinbaugh explains the story simply: 

 

“The vineyard was a common symbol for the nation Israel.  God had, at the exodus, planted Israel, as it were.  
The Law of Moses defined that which God expected from His people.  The vine-keepers of the parable are 
quite evidently the leaders of the nation.  When Israel failed to produce that which God required, God sent 
His prophets, who are the “servants” of the parable.  The nation, through its leaders, consistently rejected 
the prophets, rejecting them and their message.  Even though God had sent these servants, they were 
rejected and persecuted.  John the Baptist, concerning whom Jesus had just questioned His opponents, was 
the last of these prophets, and they had rejected him, like all the rest.” 
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Dr.  Ralph Wilson further explains what happened in the parable: 
“When the owner's representatives come to claim the owner's share, the tenants beat and mistreat them.  In 

our passage we see three words that describe this violence:  "Beat" is Greek dero, "to beat, whip."  "Treat 
shamefully" is Greek atimazo, "to dishonor, shame," perhaps subject to public ridicule.  It is an especially 
grievous offence in the honor-and-shame oriented Semitic society.  "Wound" is Greek traumatizo, from 
which we get our word "traumatize." ” 

 

The parable reveals the evil and disloyalty of the religious rulers.  God placed them in charge of a nation of 
people, to shepherd them, to help them grow, to care for and feed them spiritually.  They were given all they 
needed to do the job well (the Temple and the Word of God).  He had entrusted it all to them.  And there 
were certainly good priests and good teachers and good leaders among them.  But as a whole, they took the 
blessings of God’s people for themselves.  They stole God’s honor; they stole the reverence and devotion of 
the people that should have gone to God.  They stole God’s power and authority over the people.  And 
whenever God sent someone else to make things right, the leaders destroyed them. 

 

Q:  What would cause the tenants in the parable to mistreat the servants requesting fruit on behalf of the 
owner -- what did they think they would gain? 

 

Q:  As you think back over your life, what different ways has God sent servants your direction, and how 
have you treated them? 

 

Q:  In the parable, the level of violence in the tenants’ rejection increases with each servant sent.  What do 
you think -- why does violence against people of faith continue to increase? 

 
 

(3)  How we respond to God’s Son 
Luke 20:13-19   "Then the owner of the vineyard said, 'What shall I do? I will send my son, whom I love; perhaps they will 

respect him.'  (14)  "But when the tenants saw him, they talked the matter over.  'This is the heir,' they said.  'Let's kill 
him, and the inheritance will be ours.'  (15)  So they threw him out of the vineyard and killed him.  "What then will the 
owner of the vineyard do to them?  (16)  He will come and kill those tenants and give the vineyard to others." When the 
people heard this, they said, "God forbid!"  (17)   Jesus looked directly at them and asked, "Then what is the meaning of 
that which is written: "'The stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone'?  (18)  Everyone who falls on that 
stone will be broken to pieces; anyone on whom it falls will be crushed."  (19)  The teachers of the law and the chief 
priests looked for a way to arrest him immediately, because they knew he had spoken this parable against them.  But 
they were afraid of the people.       

 

The owner had one more person to send: “What shall I do? I will send my son, whom I love; perhaps they will 
respect him”.  Jesus has just declared the gospel in a nutshell -- the Father’s love is so great that He was 
willing to send His beloved Son after His servants had been so abused.   

Jesus has also returned to the question of his own authority to say and do what he did.  He shows that He 
stands apart from the other servants whom God had sent.  They were servants, but He is the beloved Son.  
He is uniquely God’s Son, of the same substance with the Father, one with Him and intimately related to Him 
in a way that no one else is.  Jesus is God in human flesh.   

 

Why did the tenants kill the son, rather than beating him severely and sending him back as a message to the 
owner? Stephen Cole explains that under Jewish law, property not claimed by an heir within a specified time 
could be claimed by the first party to do so.  The tenants greedily assume that if they get rid of the son, the 
property would be theirs.  They didn’t kill the son because of mistaken identity, but precisely because they 
recognized who he was and they wanted his inheritance for themselves.  The issue was, “Who owns the 
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vineyard?” They did not want to submit themselves to God’s rightful ownership.  They wanted it all for 
themselves.  [LEADER -- As far as Israel killing the prophets -- it’s both prophesied and reported in the Old 
Testament that such a thing had happened, although there few specific instances reported.  A couple that 
ARE reported are found in Jeremiah 26:20-23 and 2nd Chronicles 24:22.] 

 

Q: What do you think -- How does God think he can accomplish his purposes when his own people’s leaders 
rebel against him?  [from Mark Roberts -- “As I read this parable, I’m struck by the persistence of the vine-
yard owner.  Time and again he sent one of his servants to collect what the tenants owed him.  Yet when he 
ran out of servants and had only his son left, the owner decided to send his son, thinking, “Surely they will 
respect my son”. 

At this point, part of me wants to say, “Oh yeah? You think so?” Given the behavior of the tenants, and given 
the fact that the death of the owner’s son just might allow the tenants to gain ownership of the property, 
their mistreatment of the son was surely predictable.  Shouldn’t the father have foreseen what was about to 
happen with his beloved son? Was the father a fool? 

More to the point, was our Heavenly Father a fool to send his beloved Son to save the world? 
If the Father thought that the people would respond favorably to Jesus and his ministry of the kingdom, then 

he was a fool.  But if the Father knew how his Son would be treated, and if the Father knew that the death of 
his Son was necessary for the salvation of the world and the establishment of his kingdom, then what looks 
like folly is, indeed, a demonstration of God’s matchless love and grace.”] 

  

Q:  What events in your life most led you to recognize Christ’s authority? 
 

Q:  Are there  ways that He is currently stretching you to give Him more authority in your life? 
 

Jesus then challenges the religious leaders to face the fact that they were, in fact, in the process of rejecting 
the son that was sent, even though that son would become the “chief cornerstone” of life and God’s 
Kingdom.  He quotes a line from Psalm 118, and then strengthens the verse with deeper explanation.  The 
emphasis of this passage is on the one (Jesus) they deemed unworthy who had become chief and central 
leader and Savior.  This OT quote foretold that the Messiah would be rejected by Israel's leaders. 

"Everyone who falls on that stone" (who stumbles over it; it indicated people who reject Jesus) -- Notice that 
the person's own choices and actions destroy himself/herself.  This is an obvious Messianic reference.  
Rejecting Jesus results in being rejected by God! 

"will be broken to pieces; anyone on whom it falls will be crushed " -- Unbelief has eternal consequences.  The 
"everyone" and "anyone" express the truth that judgment is for any and all who reject God's representative, 
the Messiah.  It would be crystal clear to the Jewish leaders who heard it.  Complete, total, and final 
judgment is coming to you! 

 

Q:  The cornerstone will either be the solid foundation of building a life that is strong and straight, or it will be 
the stone that crushes and destroys life.  What determines which of those it does?   

 

Q:  How can you tell whether Christ is truly the cornerstone in your life?  (Be specific as to actions and 
attitudes.) 

 

 
NEXT STEPS:  What is one area in your life where you need to surrender to Jesus' authority, and what does 

that actually mean for you? Think through the first step you need to make, (ask for help if you need to), 
envision what it would look like for you to be completely surrendered, and then focus on taking that step 
repeatedly until next week’s group meeting. 


